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ABSTRACT
Destination Diploma:
How Chinese Upper-Middle-Class Families “Outsource” Secondary Education to the
United States
By
Siqi Tu
Advisor: Philip Kasinitz
This research examines the emerging phenomenon of Chinese urban upper-middle-class
families sending their only children, the so-called “parachute students,” to American private
high schools in a triple framework of transnational elite education, the emerging global middle
class, and the complicated formation of citizenship, membership, and identities across borders.
This study draws from data collected through multiple qualitative research methods, including
content analysis of online advertising materials of educational agents, ethnographic participantobservation of school recruitment and application consulting workshops, and in-depth
interviews with Chinese parents, students, and educational consultants.
I investigate why and how Chinese urban upper-middle-class families make educational
decisions to send their only children as young as fourteen to the United States for private high
schools, and the actual lived experiences of the “parachute generation.” This research illustrates
the construction of a transnational elite narrative and the inherent uncertainties of
transnationalism through the lens of urban upper-middle-class Chinese parents and their
children. The upper-middle-class Chinese parents are the core group of the emerging global
middle class—global-minded, strategic at transmitting their advantages to children. And the
“parachute students” are the aspiring global citizens of the world who possess “flexible
citizenship” (Ong 1999). During the transnational educational process, they are forced to form a
globalized ethno-racial identity that complicates the existing discussion on nationalism,
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cosmopolitanism, and citizenship. This research captures their varying strategies and practices
of constructing multilayered identities in institutional settings such as schools in an earlier stage
compared to other research on high-skilled migrants, 1.5-generation immigrants, and
international students at the undergraduate and graduate level. I argue this transnational
education process captures the formation of a “new” global middle class in China.
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Chapter 1 Destination Diploma:
The “Parachute” Generation and the Rise of Global Middle Class in China

Lingli Zhang, a fourteen-year-old girl and a Guangzhou native, flew to New York without her
parents and landed at JFK airport on a summer night in 2016. She is the only child of the family,
like many of her generation, and has been the center of all attention since birth. Her mother, a
local hospital doctor, and father, a medical supplies company business owner, decided to send
her thousands of miles away from home, to an American private high school. This has become a
typical decision for many Chinese families and a typical travel pattern for their teenage children.
Lingli boarded a plane, flew more than fourteen hours, in business class, from Guangzhou to
New York City, then took a two-hour shuttle bus arranged by the school, and finally found
herself at a New England town, surrounded by trees and mountains. Her parents want her to
have a brighter and happier future, away from the drills and tests of Chinese high schools,
typically single-mindedly preparing students for the National College Entrance Exam (hereafter
gaokao). They paid more than $50,000 a year to make this happen, to say nothing of the
emotional costs for Lingli and themselves of sending their only child thousands of miles away at
such a young age.
Lingli finds her life in the small American private high school very constrained between
the school building, dorm building, and cafeteria. She visits New York City whenever she could
during breaks with her Chinese friends that she met in Guangzhou while attending tutoring
services for the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language). She also finds it very hard to
make American friends and is generally not interested in the teenage party culture or the
American football that many of her American classmates are fond of. She even finds her
American peers not “sophisticated” enough and “silly.” She gets quite depressed after spending
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years in that “boring countryside” school and always looks forward to going back to Guangzhou
to eating all sorts of Chinese regional cuisines back home.
Frank Wu, a sixteen-year-old boy and a Shanghai native, also went on a journey to study
in an American private high school. He attended a prestigious boarding school in Maryland.
Frank’s parents both went to the United States for graduate studies in biology and returned to
Shanghai upon finishing up their studies. Frank was born in the United States but only spent the
first several months of his life there. Unlike Lingli, Frank is very enthusiastic about
“Americanizing” himself and enjoyed tremendously his summer vacation in Mexico with his best
friend, who is Mexican American. Frank considers himself more social and better at
communicating with people in general due to his American education, especially compared to
his Chinese counterparts who stayed home. Frank is still deeply attached to his home city,
Shanghai, and think he will eventually come back, preferably as an employee of an American
company.
Lingli and Frank are just two of the many Chinese1 teenagers who embark on an
educational migration journey to the United States in pursuit of private secondary education,
without the company of their family. From 2005 to 2015, the number of Chinese attending
American secondary institutions grew more than 70-fold, from 637 to 46,125 (see Figure 1).
Chinese students make up half of the international students seeking secondary education in
2015 and they were only 2.4% of that population in 2005 (ICE 2016). They are called “parachute
generation” (Larmer 2017). Early studies labeled these students as “parachute kids,”
“unaccompanied minors,” “unaccompanied sojourners,” “visa students,” “early study abroad
students” or “pre-college students” (Chiang-Hom 2004; Kim 2014; Kuo and Roysircar 2006;
Min Zhou 1998). They are joining a previous wave of Korean and Taiwanese students from Asia,
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The meaning of “Chinese” is a central question of this book. Frank, by legal definition, is American, as he
holds an American passport, but he still self-identifies mainly as Shanghainese (a regional identity) as that
is where he spent the majority of his life so far. The blurriness of this identification and the changing ideas
of identity, membership, citizenship, is a central theme of this work.
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but in considerably larger numbers. Usually the only child of their family and mainly from
megacities of China, these students are sent on their own by their urban upper-middle-class
Chinese parents to the United States as early as fourteen in pursuit of an American private high
school diploma, with the expectation of continuing to American universities.
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Figure 1 Number of Chinese students versus other international students enrolled In American Secondary
Schools, 2005-2015
Source: Data compiled by the author from the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services

I came across this emerging phenomenon during a summer visit back to China in 2014.
Lingli’s parents, who are our family friends, asked me what I knew about American schools and
told me that they were considering sending Lingli to the United States for private secondary
education. They thought I would know at least a little bit given my several years of study in
American graduate schools. At that time, I knew nothing about American private high schools.
Existing research on international students mainly focuses on the undergraduate and graduate
level (Fong 2010; Fang and Wang 2014; Guruz and Zimpher 2011; King and Raghuram 2013;
Ma and Garcia-Murillo 2017; Ma 2020; Stein and Andreotti 2015). For my generation,
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“millennials” or “post-80” generation,2 going to the United States as an undergraduate student
is still relatively new. Yet I also recalled during my high school years (between 2005 and 2008),
opportunities of going to an American private high school for a year of exchange study had
already emerged. Ever since that conversation with Lingli’s parents, I started to notice more
acquaintances were sending their only children to the United States for secondary education.
This new trend fascinated and confused me at the same time. Why are upper-middle-class
Chinese parents spending more than $50,000 a year to send their only child away? How do the
actual lived experiences of these Chinese families, including both the “parachute students” and
their parents, contribute to transnationalization processes? This research is my attempt to
answer that question and to understand the perceptions, expectations, and lived experiences of
these urban upper-middle-class Chinese families.
There is a long tradition for young Chinese students to pursue education abroad, dating
back to the late nineteenth century.3 Yet, the current wave of young educational migrants looks
very different from this limited early wave of students who were sent by the Qing government in
the late nineteenth century as a desperate attempt to modernize a declining Chinese empire.
They also appear to be different from their Chinese contemporaries who set foot in the United
States for undergraduate and graduate education4. This wave of Chinese international secondary
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Post-80 generation refers to those who are born between 1980 and 1989.
At the dawn of the Qing Dynasty in the late nineteenth century, a government-sponsored project later
known as the Chinese Educational Mission has sent a group of 120 boys aged twelve to fifteen to studying
in New England secondary schools, later enrolling in colleges to study all ranges of subjects. The majority
of those boys are coming from rural Canton (now Guangdong province), participating in a national project
to modernize China. From 1872 to 1875, 30 boys were sent to New England each year. Parents and
guardians were required to sign a paper that stated that without recourse, they were perfectly willing to let
their sons go abroad to be educated for a period of fifteen years, from the time they began their studies in
the United States until they had finished. During the fifteen years, the government was not to be
responsible for death or for any accident that might happen to any student. The government guaranteed
to pay all their expenses while they were being educated. The mission was halted abruptly in 1881 by the
Qing government, attributing to “anti-Chinese prejudices” (Yung 1909). The true cause of the termination
of the mission is debatable (Leibovitz 2011).
4
For a thorough description of the diverse Chinese international undergraduate students in the United
States, see (Ma 2020).
3
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students come at a younger age, sent by their well-off parents, to advance personal educational
and career goals. This seemingly individual choice of tens of thousands of wealthy urban
Chinese families provides us an analytical perspective to examine broad social changes. The case
of Chinese “parachute students,” teenagers who come to the U.S. without their families for
secondary education, turns our attention to an aspect of globalization rarely studied under the
rubric of international migration.
The educational migration of unaccompanied minors at a large number is relatively new
and deserve greater scholarly attention. Since they come as teenagers, still in formative years of
developing a sense of self, their experience and identity formation are very different from those
who come as adults. Also, “parachute students” in this study are mainly the only child of their
family and were fairly sheltered upper-middle-class children before arriving in the United States
without the company of a family. In addition to undergoing academic pressure of entering an
American prestigious college eventually, they also need to cultivate friendship and develop
social connections with different actors, navigate daily life in boarding schools or negotiate
living arrangements with host families. Such experiences make them comparable to both first
and 1.5-generation immigrants, yet their migrating for education at a young age with an
economically privileged background makes them unique and calls for scholarly exploration.
This research intends to examine this emerging phenomenon in a triple framework of
transnational elite education, the emerging global middle class, and the complicated formation
of citizenship, membership, and identities across borders. This study draws from data collected
through multiple qualitative research methods, including content analysis of educational
consulting advertisement and online materials, ethnographic participant-observation of school
recruitment and educational consulting firms’ workshops, and in-depth interviews with Chinese
parents, students, and educational consultants.
I investigate why and how Chinese urban upper-middle-class families make educational
decisions to send only children as young as fourteen to the United States for private high
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schools, and the actual lived experiences of the “parachute generation.” This research illustrates
the construction of a transnational elite narrative and the inherent uncertainties of
transnationalism through the lens of urban upper-middle-class Chinese parents and their
children. The upper-middle-class Chinese parents are the core group of the emerging global
middle class—global-minded, strategic at transmitting their advantages to children. And the
“parachute students” are the aspiring global citizens of the world who possess “flexible
citizenship” (Ong 1999). During the transnational educational process, they are forced to form a
globalized ethno-racial identity that complicates the existing discussion on nationalism,
cosmopolitanism, and citizenship.
This research captures their varying strategies and practices of constructing multilayered
identities in institutional settings such as schools in an earlier stage compared to other research
on high-skilled migrants, 1.5-generation immigrants, and international students at the
undergraduate and graduate level. I argue this transnational education process captures the
formation of a “new” global middle class in China.

The Rise of China’s Urban Upper-Middle Class: Comfortable yet Uncertain
The increasing number of Chinese secondary students entering American private high schools is
undoubtedly tied to the rise of China’s upper-middle class. Since China undertook a program of
economic reform in 1978, the world has witnessed its rapid economic development and
enormous social change. The economic reform began in the rural areas and expanded to urban
areas in 1986. From 1978 to 2008, China’s gross domestic product (GDP) growth rate remained
steady at around 10 percent5. In 2014, China’s GDP based on purchasing power parity (PPP)
valuation of country GDP surpassed the United States and became the largest in the world (IMF
2014). Not all Chinese benefited from this equally. As Deng Xiaoping, the paramount leader
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Rwaski (2001) expresses doubts about China’s GDP statistics.
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during the economic reform era, famously announced, “Let some people get rich first” (Rang yi
bu fen ren xian fu qi lai). China moved from a period of “wealth creation” that benefited the
majority of the population to a period of “wealth concentration” that benefited a minority (Xiang
and Shen 2009). Those who have benefited from the economic reform, mostly in large cities,
make up an expanding upper-middle class. Now their children have reached the age to attend
high school.
Scholars have great difficulties agreeing on the terms and definitions surrounding the
emerging upper-middle class in China. Goodman (2008) has summarized the multiple terms
scholars used to refer to this group of beneficiaries of economic growth. According to him,
“middle-income,” “middle class,” “relatively better-off,” “bourgeoisie,” and some variants of “the
new rich” have been used interchangeably. Goodman decides to call this group “the new rich,”
and defines it as a disparate group that includes not only economic (and to some extent
political) elites but also the petty bourgeoisie and professionals.
Chinese scholars have not reached a consensus on the questions of whether there is an
upper-middle class and who comprises it. The “new middle class” in China is referred to as
zhongjian jieceng, which translates as “middle strata.” Since the end of the Maoist era, Chinese
people have largely avoided the term “class” (jieji) in talking about social stratification because
the concept is highly politicized and closely linked to the violent class struggle that caused much
suffering under Mao (L. Zhang 2010). Therefore, “strata” (jieceng) is used as a way to describe
different socioeconomic locations while avoiding politically charged categories as “capitalists” or
“working class.” Such differentiation of terminology is important for understanding Chinese
scholars’ works. When they are talking about the upper-middle class, they sometimes use “class”
(jieji) and “strata” (jieceng) interchangeably. Li Peilin and Zhang Yi (2008) argue that although
there is a critical amount of middle-income people, they do not have a unified behavior pattern
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or attitude. Chinese scholars continue to debate how to define the “middle class,”6 whether the
stratification of the Chinese middle class is not only economic but also cultural (Sun 2002; Q. Li
2004), and whether the middle class is the political stabilizer or a critical force for change (Yi
Zhang 2008; C. Li 2010). Zhang Li (2010) captures three distinct characteristics of the new
middle class: their moment of emergence, their highly heterogeneous composition, and their
heightened sense of insecurity. This characterization precisely points to the fact that the
emerging middle class is identifiable by their material wealth but not (yet) a unique class
culture. The ongoing debates on the economic, cultural, and political preferences of the middle
class in China demonstrate the heterogeneity within the group and the volatile nature of it.
More recent research (Turiel, Cunningham, and Saich 2019; Wang and You 2016)
suggest that the wealthy and more educated population are more likely to support the rule of
law, market allocation of resources, and greater individual autonomy, and the wealthy tend to be
less dissatisfied with the government. Wang and You even propose that there is a clear decline in
trust in legal institutions, the police, and local government between 2002 and 2011, across class
strata, despite the consistently good economic performance and arguably rising social benefits.
They conclude that “the era of critical citizens” has arrived in China.
The group of urban upper-middle-class Chinese parents I interact with are heterogenous
in educational background and occupations. Li Zhang (2010) argues that consumption serves as
a key means for asserting social status in a context in which sources of wealth often remain
opaque. Their shared traits in this study are defined by the one educational consumption they all
pursue: a committed annual expense on American private secondary education for at least four
years, and most likely for a continuous eight to ten years, as all of them expect their children to
study in an American university for an undergraduate degree and most of them are already
thinking about graduate schools. All the parents I talked to mentioned that this educational
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See Zhu (2017) for a summary of the debate.

8

consumption does not alter the way they live their life and they all can afford the huge cost of
“outsourcing” their children’s secondary education to the U.S.
Ying Zhao, a former primary school English teacher and a mother of a sixteen-year-old
boy from Shanghai contextualized the cost of her son’s education in terms of property prices in
Shanghai:

Four years of high school, four years of college, plus two years of graduate school, (all
these costs add up), happened to cost around a million US dollars, the price of a twobedroom in my neighborhood. One apartment in exchange for ten years of education is
totally worth it. An apartment is a predictable future, and ten years of education is an
unforeseeable future.

A family that can project to pay for a million-dollar education is hardly a middle-class family by
Chinese standard and can readily be treated as “wealthy,” “affluent,” or even “elite.” Most of
these families own more than one property in the city that they reside in, hence it is common for
these parents to think of this “outsourcing education package” in exchange for a property they
owned. An average 1000-square feet apartment in Shanghai or Beijing usually costs more than
half a million US dollars. Based on the 2012 China Family Panel Studies, Xie and Jin (2015)
estimate that the average adjusted household wealth was 422,000 yuan (approximately
$66,8007). The median value was 158,000 yuan (approximately $25,000) and the 90th and 95th
percentile was 692,000 yuan (approximately $109,000) and 1,128,000 yuan (approximately
$178,700) respectively.

7

The U.S. Dollar – Chinese Yuan (USDCNY) foreign exchange rate used here (=6.31) is the average rate of
2012. Data compiled by author from the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System (US),
Historical Foreign Exchange Rates for the Chinese Yuan Renminbi, retrieved from
https://federalreserve.gov/releases/h10/Hist/dat00_ch.htm, April 27, 2020.
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The families I studied mostly belong to the top 5 percent in China in terms of property
ownership. The reason I continue to categorize them as “upper middle class” is that none of
them consider themselves “elite” or “wealthy.” They self-identified as “middle-class.” Among
them, there are doctors, university professors, medium-size business owners, county-level
government officials, software developers, managers, and bankers at multinational firms. These
parents consider “wealthy” people with enormous privileges are high-profile billionaires like
Jack Ma, the found of Chinese E-commerce giant, and “powerful” people as leaders of the
Communist Party of China (CPC hereafter) that are very far away from them. The perception of
elite-ness for them is linked to a gigantic amount of wealth or political power, which they do not
have access to. They are better off financially and probably have some social connection
(guanxi) that make access to certain services (for example, an expert doctor appointment)
easier. In this research, I choose to adopt their language of class identification. In addition, they
are spending a huge amount of their resources on children’s education because they consider
education as the top priority and also because almost all of them have only one child.
These parents, benefiting greatly from the economic growth of China, are a generation of
new wealth. They are mostly born in the 1960s and 70s, have witnessed tremendous changes in
China in their lifetime: the lingering influence of cultural revolution in 1960s, the economic
reform in 1980s, the return of gaokao in 1977, the family planning policy established in late
1970s that allowed them to have only one child. Some of their families have gone through wealth
deprivation in the cultural revolution, yet the majority of them benefited greatly from the
economic reform and now stand on top of the income bracket. Most of them had gone through
some hardships in their youths and none of them have wealthy parents. They achieved their own
upward mobility through a combination of education, hard work, and investment in the stock
market and property. They live a life far different from their parents, and their children are now
living in a world with options that they could not even imagined when they were young. Thus,
though comfortable with their income and wealth, they are uncertain about their children’s
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future and grow anxious with all the newfound educational options their children now have.
They cannot resort easily to personal experiences or generational knowledge to conceive a clear
pathway to success or happiness for their children. Documenting and analyzing their
educational strategies and practices, therefore, provide us a productive lens for understanding
the orientation and aspirations of urban upper-middle-class in China, and the social changes in
contemporary Chinese society.
Their children are less burdened by history. Most of them were born in the late 1990s
and early 2000s and generally perceive China as a strong and wealthy country. Similar to their
counterparts in “Generation Z” or iGen (Twenge 2017) in the United States, these urban children
grow up with access to the Internet and digital devices. According to a 2019 report released by
Tencent, China’s tech giant, this young generation born between 2000 and 2009, the “post-00s
generation,” are sophisticated Internet users, have a stronger sense of national pride and
identify with Chinese culture more than previous generations, aspire to become “global
citizens,” and seem to care about inequality throughout the world. Although the purpose of
Tencent’s report is to provide marketing insights and to study the consuming potentials of this
new generation, it does capture two major characteristics of this young generation: the
simultaneous rise of national pride and craving for cosmopolitanism. I will explore this more in
later sections and discuss how this particular characteristic complicates the ethno-racial identity
of this young student group.

The US-China International Secondary Education Market
Chinese parents are known for putting great emphasis on higher education for their children
(Kipnis 2011). High school is usually considered as the stepping-stone to colleges, especially for
well-off Chinese families. Chinese parents are constantly anxious about losing at the starting
line. The Chinese education system is notoriously competitive and exclusively focuses on the
high-stakes exam, gaokao, the one and only National College Entrance Exam holds annually for
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senior high school students. Most college prep high schools prioritize their school activities
around gaokao throughout the three years of the high school curriculum. For students, it
usually means endless exams, tons of homework, and deprivation of extracurricular activities.
Their scores on gaokao will determine where they go to college and what majors they can
pursue. Some of the elite or international college-prep high schools will focus more on wellrounded education (or usually referred to as “quality education” in the Chinese context, su zhi
jiao yu). However, these types of high schools are hard to get into in the first place. As
Hirschman (1970) points out, exit and voice options, are economic and political mechanisms for
social actors to express unfavorable views of an organization. The upper-middle-class Chinese
families in my research choose the economically viable option for them: to exit the overly rigid
Chinese educational system and “outsource” secondary education to the United States without
voicing out their discontent.
The possibility to have different educational options is relatively new in China. Following
the economic reform and opening-up since the late 1970s, contemporary Chinese society has
been transformed from a state socialist society to a post-socialist society which adopted state
neoliberalism, where individuals and nongovernmental organizations take over responsibilities
that once assigned to the government (Ren 2010; So 2013). The educational system, although
still largely dominated by public schools, went through a parallel opening-up to the
establishment of nongovernment schools and the emergence of a “shadow-education” market
filled with tutoring services. The education market in China underwent a process of privatization
and commodification, encouraged by the state educational policy since the 1980s.8 Estimates of
the size of annual revenues in the private education sector vary among industry experts, from
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See Tsang (2000) for a detailed review of policy changes in education, especially the reform of the
structure of educational financing in China. After the economic reform and opening up in 1978, the
centralized educational policy also loosened. The Chinese central government started to courage the
establishment of nongovernment schools in its Outline of Chinese Education Reform and Development in
1993. From then on, Chinese families start to have a variety of school choices.
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L.E.K. Consulting’s 1.6 trillion yuan (US$238 billion) to audit and advisory firm Deloitte’s 2.68
trillion yuan (US$398 billion) (Chan 2019). As a result of the expansion of the market, the
Chinese upper-middle-class families now have more school choice options and private
educational services to consume, detailed in chapter 3. One of the school options is to send
children to schools outside of China. Parents are overwhelmed by these options and their
individual responsibility to make the right choice. The urban upper-middle-class parents in this
study consider American high schools as the best option available for them.
Meanwhile, in the United States, substantial declines in state support for education have
pushed many public and private universities to seek full-tuition-paying out-of-the-state
students—among them, a majority are international students—to offset the balance (Bound et al.
2016). Similarly, at the secondary school level, both public and private high schools are
recruiting international students throughout the world to boost enrollment and tuition revenue
and increase school diversity and domestic students’ global awareness (Farrugia 2014). Many
American private secondary schools also started to go to Asian countries, among which China
and South Korea are the most popular destinations, to actively recruit international students9.
Some of the schools are aggressively recruiting Chinese students, flying admission officers to
China, hiring agencies to produce glossy brochures in Chinese, and putting up web pages with
eye-catching blond students mingling with Chinese peers (Spencer 2014). The majority of the
international secondary students studying in the United States are enrolled in private schools
largely due to U.S. immigration regulation. Public secondary schools are not allowed to issue F-1
student visas for a full four-year program, while private secondary schools are free to do so and
can grant high school diplomas to international students (Farrugia 2014). Regarding the
educational market at the secondary school level, both the push factors in China and the pull
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Recruitment events are both documented by the media (Goodnough 2010; Larmer 2017; Spencer 2014)
and occurred in my fieldwork.
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factors in the United States create the environment for the new phenomenon of Chinese
“parachute students.”10
Chinese and American secondary schools are drastically different in terms of the
mechanism of admissions. To bridge the discrepancies between the Chinese and the United
States secondary education market, a burgeoning go-abroad educational consulting industry
emerged. Go-abroad educational consultants—meso-level actors—play a huge role in assisting,
or even guiding, Chinese upper-middle-class families to select, apply to, and eventually enroll in
American private secondary schools. As I illustrate more in chapter 2, the educational
consultants play multifaceted roles in making this transitional educational journey possible,
actively construct an elite narrative around this, and capitalize on global uncertainty as the
mediating agents.

The Global Middle Class and Parental Anxiety around Education
This emerging group of Chinese parents who send their children to the United States for private
high school belongs to a larger group of the Global Middle Class. Koo (2016) identifies two
meanings of the global middle class: (1) all the middle classes that exist in the world or (2) the
affluent and globally oriented segments of the middle class in developing countries. In this
research, I adopt the latter conceptualization of the term. The Chinese urban upper-middleclass, like their counterpart in India and South Korea, considers education in the Western
capitalist societies as a desirable good and a strategic move toward securing privileged class
positions by acquiring global, social, cultural, and symbolic capital (Anagost 2008; Matthews &
Sidhu 2005, Mitchell 2003; Ong 1999, Waters 2005). Similarly, Lan’s (2018) research captures
this anxiety around education for Taiwanese middle-class parents. She shows that they practice
“global security strategies” when it comes to education. She considers transnational mobility
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The push and pull factors are not equally weighted. The demand from the Chinese side is probably
stronger than the needs of the U.S. side, although there is no existing data to validate this.
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and cultural negotiation as class-specific and location-sensitive strategies and recognizes that
strategic conducts of parenting involve “not only thoughtful plans and purposive actions but also
emotional struggles with conflicting responsibilities and defensive reactions to the structural
constraints they encounter” (12).
The avid focus on education among the global middle class is not limited to East Asian
countries. Middle-class parents in the Middle East (Rutz and Balkan 2010), Latin America
(Ramos-Zayas 2020), African countries (Cohen 2004), and the United States (Cooper 2014;
Katz 2012; Lareau 2011; Nelson 2012) all harbor great anxiety about their children’s future. The
anxiety manifested in parents’ strategic planning and large financial investment in their
children’s education. Lareau (2011) famously proposes the idea of “concerted cultivation”
practice by the American middle class, demonstrating their dedication to orchestrate children’s
activities to make them excel at schools. As Katz (2012) points out, the middle-class American
parents channel their “ontological insecurity and everyday anxiety stroked by contemporary
political-economic, geopolitical, and environmental conditions” (186) into managing and
framing childhood, that is, treating the child as accumulation strategy and exhausting parental
resources. Cooper (2014) further argues that the affluent families perform “security upscaling,”
that is, they manage their anxiety through worrying more and by “attempting to perfect the
world around them” (126). According to Cooper’s argument, affluent parents still feel they are
underprepared financially for their children’s education.
Bourdieu’s (1987) theory of different forms of capital is a valuable approach to analyzing
parental practices, strategies, and investment in children’s education. He considers all forms of
capital—economic, cultural, social, and symbolic—are different types of resources that are
convertible under certain conditions and can thereby define one’s life chances and social
trajectory. One important aspect of cultural capital is the capacity of social class to “impose”
advantageous standards of evaluation on the educational institution (Lareau and Weininger
2003). When the field of practice expands to the global educational market, can parents of the
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global south easily influence the standards of evaluation on the educational institution? I argue
in this research that in a transnational setting, overseas parents with economic capital lack the
institutional knowledge to understand the selection criteria of the educational institution in the
destination country. The “new” global middle class, in this case, the Chinese upper-middle-class
parents, transfer their economic capital to pay for tuition and living costs of their children’s
American private secondary education, and in turn, their children acquire cosmopolitan cultural
capital (Igarashi and Saito 2014) and institutional cultural capital (i.e. the educational
credentials of an American private high school, and its perceived advantage to secure entrance
to American reputable colleges). Their educational strategy of outsourcing secondary education
is a high-risk investment, as the results are highly uncertain. An American private high school
diploma can promise neither the entrance to an elite American institution nor a more globally
mobile future. Also, since this transnational educational migration experience is new for the
students as well as the parents, it is the process of the formation of a new segment of the global
middle class in China, not a process of class reproduction. They do not seem to frame such
accumulation of cosmopolitan cultural capital as an upward mobility strategy for their children,
but a defining factor of their class advantage.

Flexible Citizenship, Cosmopolitanism, and Nationalism
Aihwa Ong (1999) coins the term “flexible citizenship” to describe how individuals “respond
fluidly and opportunistically to changing political-economic conditions.” The decision to
“outsource” education to the United States as an alternative to test-oriented Chinese education
fits into this description of taking advantage of another nation’s educational system when one
has the economic privilege to do so. At the same time, this activity complicates the idea of
citizenship, membership, and belonging. When a teenager spends most of their formative years
in a foreign country other than their home country, do they instantly become “the citizen of the
world,” or a cosmopolitan person as Kant envisioned? Which country do they belong to,
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culturally, politically, and legally? How do teenagers deal with in-between-ness? This research
sets out to answer these questions through the lived experience of those “parachute students” as
well as the perception and aspiration of their upper-middle-class parents.
Fong (2010) argues that transnational Chinese citizens in her study hope that they would
transform themselves from citizens of the developing world into citizens of the developed world
by studying abroad. Shachar (2009) points out the reality that the majority of the world’s
population acquires citizenship on the basis of transmission at birth based on parentage or
territorial location at the time of birth, and therefore “trapped” by the lottery of their birth. The
current large amount of transnational movement of people indicates migrants’ willingness and
tactics to acquire new membership, rights, and freedom, usually in a better-off setting than their
home country. The social, cultural, and political differences between the sending and receiving
countries, however, have played a huge role in defining new membership and belonging. In this
particular case of Chinese “parachute students” attending American high schools in their
formative years, the tensions are also intertwined with the rapidly changing geopolitical tensions
between the world’s two top economies, China and the United States.
The upper-middle-class Chinese families are global-oriented, and therefore
cosmopolitan in the broadest definition, by making such transnational educational decision. The
“parachute students,” growing up in megacities of China, also are used to a cosmopolitan
lifestyle, manifested in consumerism—they enjoy international travels, and consume products
from different parts of the world. Cosmopolitanism has become a heavily loaded term. Almost
every influential social thinker has written extensively on this topic.11 Based on these previous
works, I will use “cosmopolitanism” in this research to refer to outlook, attitude, or practices
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Harvey (2009) summarizes thoughts of Nussbaum, Habermas, Held, Beck, Appiah, Brennan, Robbins,
among others in chapter 4 of Cosmopolitanism and the Geographies of Freedom. Also see the discussion
of Kendall, Woodward, and Skrbis (2009) on globalization, identity, culture, and Government in The
Sociology of Cosmopolitanism.

17

that are actively open to the world, not limited to the birth country of the person. Nussbaum
writes in her 1994 article titled “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism” that,

Becoming a citizen of the world is often a lonely business. It is, in effect, as Diogenes
said, a kind of exile—from the comfort of local truths, from the warm nestling feeling of
patriotism, from the absorbing drama of pride in oneself and one’s own… If one begins
life as a child who loves and trusts its parents, it is tempting to want to reconstruct
citizenship along the same lines, finding in an idealized image of a nation a surrogate
parent who will do one’s thinking for one. Cosmopolitanism offers no such refuge; it
offers only reason and the love of humanity, which may seem at times less colorful than
other sources of belonging.

Her contemplation on the burden and loneliness of adopting a cosmopolitan attitude rings true
for the “parachute students” in my research. These “parachute students” are not necessarily all
becoming more cosmopolitan during their transnational educational journey, yet they are going
through this transformation of forming their political, cultural, and social identity in-between
the United States and China. Through this process, students like Frank at the beginning of the
chapter adopt a cosmopolitan outlook and perceive the world as their playground, somewhat
close to what Craig Calhoun (2003)describes as “cosmopolitan elites.” Others become more
nationalistic and embrace their “Chinese-ness” more. Although Beck (2006) believes
“nationalism and cosmopolitanism can mutually complement and correct each other” (62), it is
still an added layer of struggles for teenagers who are still in the process of constructing their
sense of self. They grow up in one country and are turning into young adults in another country,
without families around, in the setting of an isolated American boarding school, or
“parachuting” to an American host family they barely know. This research sets out to answer
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how they navigate the transnational educational space and multiple localities while finding their
sense of belonging and establish a unique membership of their own.

Ethno-racial Identity Formation and Immigrant Education Attainment
Once the “parachute students” enter American high schools, they actively try to make American
friends and get themselves familiarize with the new academic environment, with the goal to get
into an American college eventually. As teenagers, they continue to form their value systems, and
identities. They instantly got labeled as “Chinese,” “international,” and “Asian.” Chinese
international secondary school students provide a unique lens to look into the social construction
of ethno-racial identity in a transnational setting. This group of Chinese students comes from a
society where they are by default the majority, and then they move to an institutional environment
where they are the minority and need to learn to navigate ethnic, national, cultural boundaries to
establish an ethno-racial identity. In this research, I also introduce a transnational and global
perspective to understand Asian and Asian American experience, that is, how such racialization
experiences intersect with both existing ethno-racial hierarchies of American society and the
global geopolitical order.
There are three reference groups to engage with regarding immigrant educational
achievement and ethno-racial identity formation. The first group is the 1.5-generation and
second-generation Asian American children of immigrants. The “parachute students” entered the
U.S. at the same age as the 1.5-generation immigrants, around 14-16, yet they come without their
parents, making them technically first-generation migrants. They still are highly dependent on
their parents financially and many of them have regular contacts with parents given the
convenience and low-cost nature of telecommunication. Extensive existing research (Alba and
Nee 2005; Haller, Portes, and Lynch 2011; Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, and Waters 2010; J. Lee and
Zhou 2015; Rumbaut 2005; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993; Min Zhou 1998)
discuss the assimilation and acculturation process of one-and-a-half and second-generation
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immigrants, yet the case of “parachute students” with ample financial resources, living away from
the ethnic community, provides a new angle to look into integration and identification process of
adolescent migrants.
The second reference group to compare these “parachute students” with are other
international students. Previous research discussed the lived experience, educational, and career
trajectories of international students generally (Bhandari and Blumenthal 2013; Ma and GarciaMurillo 2017; Stein and Andreotti 2015) and Chinese students in particular (Bieler 2014; Fang
and Wang 2014; Fong 2010; Ma 2020; Xiang and Shen 2009). Yet, the majority of that research
focuses on international students at the undergraduate and graduate levels. International
students coming at secondary school level are rarely discussed. Yet since they come as teenagers,
their experiences and identity formation can be very different from those who come as adults.
The third relevant group is high-skilled migrant workers. These “parachute students” are
potential high-skilled immigrants. Existing research on high-skilled migrant workers mainly
focus on “brain drain,” “brain gain,” and “brain circulation” after the immigrants get employed
(Commander, S., Kangasniemi, M., & Winters, L. A. 2004; Orrenius, Zavodny, and Kerr 2012;
Smith and Favell, n.d.; Tambar 2007; Todaro 1969; Welch and Zhen 2008). Documenting highlyeducated migrants from a young age, before they even have a job, and continuing to track them is
a valuable way to add on our current understanding of the globally mobile high-skilled migration.
I find that this group of “parachute students” do not tend to consider themselves as
immigrants, as they migrated to the United States almost solely for educational purposes, without
a clear intention of staying after the study. They tend to retreat to their “Chinese-ness” or even
foreignness if they find it hard to become part of the mainstream. They associate more with
“Chinese” and “international” identity, sometimes, though less often, with a newly found “Asian”
identity. Since most of their school spaces are predominantly white, such reactive ethnicity is a
conscious racialization process. At the same time, their transnational educational experience
provides them with multiple success frames and capacity to aspire different and unpredictable
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futures of their own – probably higher risk and filled with uncertainty but certainly perceived as
more exciting. Their upper-middle-class parents, different from the stereotypical Asian parents,
generally are supportive of their choices, partly because they have the economic means to “catch”
them if they fail. By documenting their identity formation and transformation as well as their
aspirations, this research enhances current understanding of the future generation of
“transnational capitalist class” (Sklair 2000), and by implication, possibly the future Chinese
leaders in business and government. This work also contributes to the existing theoretical
understanding of transnationalism by including privileged actors such as secondary student
migrants in the analytical framework of transnationalism as previous researches focus mostly on
labor migrants and immigrants. Moreover, this research will lead to a better understanding of the
social construction of Asian and Asian American ethno-racial identities among youths, and how
existing ethno-racial hierarchy impact new youth migrants.

Research Methods
This research aims to capture the educational strategies and practices of urban Chinese uppermiddle-class families who outsource secondary education to the United States. I am particularly
interested in how different actors perceive and articulate this educational move and the lived
experience of the “parachute students,” therefore a qualitative approach combining multiplecase in-depth interviews (or sequential interviews) and multi-site participant observation is
adopted to realize these research goals.
The project’s design captures multiple actors in this transnational educational process,
students, parents, and educational consultants. I conducted sequential interviews in both China
and the United States to trace (1) parents sending their children to U.S. high schools (N=33); (2)
adolescents who have studied or currently enrolled in U.S. private high schools (N=41); (3)
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consultants at Chinese educational consulting agencies (N=17)12—among them, one was
previously an admissions officer of an elite American high school. In sequential interviewing, as
proposed by Mario Small (2009), each case provides an increasingly accurate understanding of
the research question (Yin 2013). This method treats each interview as a case and adjusts
interview questions based on the previous case. I stopped collecting new interviews once I
reached the salutation point, that is, when I kept hearing repetitive and familiar accounts on the
same sets of questions.
The majority of the interviews (66 out of 93) were conducted in mega-cities such as
Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, where the urban upper-middle-class families are mainly
situated, during three consecutive summer breaks from 2015 to 2017 and the winter break in
January 2017. The time I chose to visit China resonates with the schedule of the academic school
year of the students13. During the break, the international students are more likely to go back to
China to spend time with families and also most of the high school and college recruitment
events and workshops organized by the educational consulting companies occur around that
time. I conducted ten interviews with “parachute students” in New York City. All of them attend
private high schools outside New York, but I scheduled meetings in advance with them during
their trips to the city. Since the “parachute students” are very spread out geographically in the
United States, I experimented with interviewing them via video chat (such as Skype or WeChat
video) and ended up interviewing ten students via video chat. The students tended to share very
intimate experiences with me, which they claimed that they have never shared with their parents
or friends. This was especially common when I conducted interviews with them via video chat.
The sense of anonymity and distance probably made them treat me as a therapist rather than a

12

I also conducted two interviews with teachers in charge of international students’ affairs in American
private high schools. Interviewing teachers is part of my initial research design, but due to compliance
issues, very few teachers respond to my request to interview.
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Also, as an international student and graduate fellow myself at the time, I cannot leave my home
institution during school time due to teaching obligations. It was in line with those students’ schedules.
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researcher. The intention of the research is not to check their educational achievement and
school performances, but to understand their lived experiences through their personal accounts.
I found video chatting as a valid way to proceed with my research. All names appear in this
dissertation are pseudonyms I created based on their real names. If the interviewees told me
their English names, I assign them an “Anglicized” name. If they went by a Chinese name, I
assign them a Chinese pinyin name. (See tables below for a detailed account on where the
interviews took place.)
Location of Students’
Interviews
Shanghai
NYC
Beijing
Video chat
Video chat (Met in person)
Grand Total

Count
13
10
8
7
3
41

Table 1.1 Location of Students’ Interviews
Location of Parents’ Interviews
Shanghai
Guangzhou
Beijing
Hangzhou
Video chat
Grand Total

Count
15
8
6
1
3
33

Table 1.2 Location of Parents’ Interviews
Location of Educational Consultants’ and
Teachers’ Interviews
Shanghai

Count
13

Beijing

3

Guangzhou

1

Video chat (teachers)

2

Grand Total

19

Table 1.3 Location of Educational Consultants’ and Teachers’ Interviews
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I recruited different actors initially through social media posts and personal contacts,
and snowball sampling after that. I conducted participant observation at commercial
educational consulting companies in Shanghai, just hanging around and talking to students. I
also participated in workshops on American high school and college application in China, and
Chinese-student-led conferences in the United States. I approached parents, students, and
educational consultants after those events. In addition to that, I recruited parents and students
through the educational consultants I interviewed. I found that the responses of parents and
students recruited through educational consultants were similar to the responses of parents and
students recruited from the snowball sample, allaying my concerns that subjects recruited
through either method may be distinctive.
Whenever I interviewed parents or students, I explicitly expressed the willingness to
interview their children or parents as well. I ended up with seven family cases in which I
formally interviewed both the parents and their children, although there are more cases that I
met the whole family but only interviewed the student or the parent. In some of the family cases,
the student is present while I interviewed the parents, as parents consider it as a learning
opportunity for their children to understand their educational strategy and motivations.
Sometimes their child “corrected” their parents’ narrative. These incidents have been very
helpful for me to understand the discrepancies among the family in the interpretation of the
same educational experience.
The majority (27 out of 33) of the parents I talked to are the mother of the child. It
corresponds to previous research (Fong 2007; Kuan 2015; Lan 2018) that mothers take the
major responsibility when it comes to their children’s education. When I reach out to recruit
Chinese parents, given the heterogeneity of the upper-middle class, I actively reach out to
parents of different professionals. Among the students I interviewed, 17 are girls and 14 are
boys. It is easier to find female students to talk to through snowball sampling, so I actively reach
out to more boys to balance the account. I also reach out to students who potentially will have
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different educational experiences by prestige level of the American private high school they
attended, the years they have spent in the United States, and their academic performance
(evaluated by the person who introduced them to me). Ideally, a longitudinal study following the
Chinese students from entering the American high school to their college years can better
capture their perception of such education experience. Due to the limitation of dissertation
research, I reach out to students at different stages to understand their perception of their lived
experience.
The length of each interview ranged from one to six hours, with an average of an hour
and a half. I interviewed some informants twice over the years and keep in touch with all of the
interviewees through the messaging app. Most of the face-to-face interviews were conducted at
cafes, restaurants, or the interviewee’s office or home. When I conducted interviews at the
interviewee’s home, I usually got to spend at least half a day with the family. I conducted the
interviews in the language that interviewees prefer, mostly in Chinese and local Shanghai
dialect, with some occasional usage of English14.
I triangulated the interviews and participant observation with administrative data from
the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), obtained through the Freedom of
Information Act, as well as content analyses of educational consulting firms and private school
website. I requested data on international students who entered with an F-1 student visa and
enrolled at American secondary schools from 2005 to 2015, by country of citizenship, school
location state, school type (public/private), school zip code, and school name. The USCIS data
provides me an initial overview of the patterns of international secondary students’ enrollment.
In 2015, Chinese students entered American private secondary schools on F-1 visa is spread out
in California (23.9%), New England states (14.26%), New York (9.68%), Pennsylvania (6.58%),
Florida (5.61%), New Jersey (4.07%), Virginia (3.47%), Texas (2.89%), Maryland (2.54%),
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All quotes presented in this work are transcribed and translated by me.
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Illinois (2.25%), Washington (2.22%), and Ohio (2.03%). From 2005 to 2015, Chinese
secondary school international students can be found in every U.S. state. Although they cluster
in some of the traditional destinations for international students and immigrants, they also
“parachute” into less popular states.

Mapping the Book
The chapters ahead explain this transnational elite education process through different actors
involved, that is, the educational consultants, parents, and the “parachute students.”
Chapter 2 lays out the landscape of the educational consulting industry in China
specialized in sending children to American private secondary schools. It discusses the
multifaceted roles educational consultants play: generate the “elite “narrative, commodify the
application process, and manage the expectation of anxious parents. I argue the educational
consultants play an important role in bridging and mitigating the elite education process, yet
also capitalize on the inherent uncertainty of this transnational process.
Chapter 3 demonstrates how upper-middle-class Chinese families manage the seemingly
overwhelming school choices and decided that the U.S. private high schools are the best option
available. It discusses various motivations of spending enormous money sending their only
children away. I argue that Chinese urban upper-middle-class families choose such
transnational educational strategy as a silent exit from the Chinese educational system and at
the same time face the risks of many layers of uncertainties due to unfamiliarity with the
American institutional context.
Chapter 4 documents how the so-called “parachute” students navigate the unfamiliar
American private high schools to negotiate their social, cultural, political identities (or
citizenship) in a transnational context. Some teenagers start to identify themselves as “Asian”
and “international” students and increasingly demonstrated a retreat to their “Chinese-ness”
after failed attempts to make friends with white Americans. Such retreat in some cases leads to a
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surge in nationalist sentiments. Others “survived” the institutional environment and become
“Americanized.” These students’ accounts on discrepancies between the Chinese and American
educational systems they experienced implicate their changing understanding of “merit” (and
the Chinese concept of “quality”/suzhi) in different institutional settings.
Chapter 5 discusses the college and career aspirations of these “parachute students,”
especially how their high school experience impacts their preference for future trajectories. It
shows their more versatile success frames comparing to domestic Chinese students and Asian
American youths. It further interrogates their sense of belonging and orientation towards a
cosmopolitan lifestyle.
Chapter 6 concludes the research and invites readers to think beyond the case with me. I
argue that the practices of transnational education of the Chinese urban upper-middle-class
families indicate the formation of a global middle class and provides a lens to observe China’s
rapid social changes. The rise of more cosmopolitan household further complicates the issue
around citizenship, membership, and belonging, especially under the current increasing
geopolitical tensions between China and the United States. The future of the “parachute
students,” though still in the process of unfolding, implies the future of global citizenship.
In the postscript, I reflect on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on these urban
Chinese upper-middle-class families. With the rise of anti-Chinese sentiments and the
tightening of borders both in the United States and China, I provide some anecdotal accounts of
what the shutdown means to the student population and their choices of returning home or stay
isolated in the United States. Through discussions of who to blame for the virus with them, I
further reflect on their rapidly changing identity, sense of belonging, and the future of this
“parachute generation.”
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Chapter 2 Study-Abroad Educational Consultants

It was a Saturday afternoon during a typical humid Shanghai summer in 2017. When I arrived at
the conference room of Prospect Education, the room was already packed. Prospect Education
Consulting Company is located near the People’s Square, a landmark at the city center of
Shanghai. There were roughly thirty parents and six staff members in the room. Only two
families brought their children along. The room was decorated with Ivy League pennants
hanging from the ceiling and eight rectangle-shaped Ivy League conference banners occupying
the sidewalls. It was a three-hour information workshop on how Chinese parents can better
prepare their children for American private high schools. Before my entrance, I was asked to
leave my contact information at the front desk and was given a stack of brochures—one on the
successful application stories Prospect Education had in the previous year, one on an American
real estate immigrant investor program,15 and one on an SSAT/TOEFL16 test prep school. I
greeted Xin Ting, an educational consultant whom I interviewed in this office a month before
the event. During our interview, she mentioned this event to me and welcomed me to join them.
This three-hour workshop is free to the public, and a typical way for companies like Prospect
Education to court new clients. Xin Ting was preoccupied with the workshop preparation and

U.S. Immigration Law allows foreigners to become lawful permanent residents if they have invested or
are actively in the process of investing $1 million (or $500,000 in targeted employment areas) in a new
commercial enterprise that will benefit the U.S. economy and create at least 10 full-time positions for
qualifying employees. Read more on USCIS’s website: https://www.uscis.gov/working-unitedstates/permanent-workers/employment-based-immigration-fifth-preference-eb-5/about-eb-5-visaclassification.
Starting from November 21, 2019, the minimum investment amount was raised to $1.8 million (or
$900,000 in targeted employment areas). This is the EB-5 Visa category or the so-called “golden visa.” A
small portion of the parents I interviewed invested in this visa program and put their children as the
beneficiary.

15

SSAT stands for the Secondary School Admission Test. It is a standardized test used by admission
officers to assess the abilities of students seeking to enroll in an independent school. TOEFL stands for
Test of English as a Foreign Language. It is a standardized English-language test operated by the
Education Testing Service. Currently, most international students take the TOEFL iBT test, which has a
full score of 120 and consists of four sections: listening, reading, speaking, and writing.
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did not have time to chat with me this time.
Following two talks on career planning and investment opportunities abroad, Kevin
Taylor was on the stage. That was the reason why all the parents were there. Kevin has worked
as an admissions officer for an elite northeastern boarding school for eight years and has been in
the admissions world for more than twenty years. He is a black male in his mid-fifties, wearing a
navy-blue matching suit. He is currently based in Chicago as an independent consultant but has
visited China five times from 2015 to 2017 as an “expert” consultant affiliated with Prospect
Education.17 Xin Ting and Kevin stood on opposite sides of the projector screen. Kevin gave the
talk in English and Xin Ting translated it sentence by sentence for parents who do not
understand English well enough. Kevin spoke confidently about how to choose a school, what
are the important parts in an application, and what does “fit” mean. To illustrate the point on
“fit,” Kevin gave a quick quiz. He described a New England preparatory high school with a
strong tradition of competitive athletics, especially in basketball. The school has just opened a
$40 million marine lab and hopes to identify students who are interested in marine biology. The
school has some difficulty attracting boys and is currently 40 percent boys and 60 percent girls.
The school is committed to more gender equality. Then he asked the following question:

Which of the following students are more likely to be recruited?
a. Taylor: TOEFL 99, SSAT 75 percentile, 3.0 GPA. Interview rating average;
Recommendations speak to a student who can sometimes lose focus. Chinese Junior
Olympic Basketball Team; Under 17 National Team.
b. Alice: TOEFL 110, SSAT 95 percentile, GPA 4.0. Strong interview rating; strong
recommendations. 10 years of piano, recreational swimming, and basketball.
c. Jacob: TOEFL 110, SSAT 90 percentile, GPA 3.0. Stellar interview and

I interviewed Kevin on September 27th, 2017, a month and a half after the event, via Skype, when both of
us have returned to the United States.
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recommendations. Several sustainability and environmental science competition
victories at the national and international levels. Potential sport varsity athlete (soccer,
basketball and track and field).
d. Jessie: TOEFL 117, SSAT 99 percentile, GPA 4.0 high rated interview;
recommendations speak to some conduct issues, suspended for cyberbullying. Summer
programs at Andover- all positive, violinist, strong interest in sustainability.

Kevin asked the parents to pick two candidates for this specific school. The parents pondered
over it very seriously and mostly chose between Alice, Jacob, and Jessie. Kevin revealed that
Taylor and Jacob are most likely to be picked by the school, as they are “the better fit.” The
parents are visibly disappointed at this result. They did not expect that test scores and GPAs do
not play such a huge role during the application process. Almost none of the parents understood
why Taylor, the “star athlete,” would have been admitted. And most parents thought Jessie
should have had a chance even if she has been suspended for cyberbullying since she scored the
highest among the list.
“Choose the school that the student fits in” is a sentence I heard repeatedly from the
consultants I interviewed. It is not very clear to most parents what it means. Later, Kevin told
me in an interview that he was trying to clear the clouds for parents on that, but parents do not
always get that. He described it this way:

A lot of Chinese parents, they don’t give a damn about “fit.” They’re like, “I want top 10. I
want top 20.” You know, it’s such a simplistic and erroneous perspective about this
process, because they don’t realize Harvard doesn’t just enroll students from the top 10
boarding schools, you know…So this idea that I have to get my kid into this school, and
then get them into this college…and this is kind of things that people in the U.S. realize
that’s not how it works. People in the U.S. realize it’s about finding a place that’s a good
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fit for you both academically and socially. If you do that, then good things are gonna
happen.

This conversation captures the private high school application scene in China. Parents are
generally not familiar with the American private high school application process, while most of
them are looking for a pathway to an Ivy League school, at least initially. Most of their
knowledge of the process is fed by the educational consulting industry—both online and offline.
The educational consultants or study-abroad intermediaries play an important role in this
process to make it happen. The problem of “fit” also signifies fundamental differences in the
criteria of selection in American private high school and Chinese public schools18, with the
former adopting a holistic view on whether a student can contribute to a curated diverse study
body and the latter with an almost exclusive focus on test scores. The American private school
systems emphasize sponsorship, that is the students can find a school that is best for them and
will promote their individual talents; while the Chinese norm is a competing logic that the
students need to strive for the “best,” to get into the top ten or twenty schools. According to this
Chinese logic of competitiveness, most parents resort to different rankings to recognize the
“best” schools.
This chapter introduces an important player—the go-abroad educational consultants—in
the process of urban Chinese upper-middle-class families outsourcing secondary education to
the United States. Through describing the multifaceted roles these educational consultants play
in the whole process of American high school application, I lay out the existing market and the
emerging narratives around this transnational educational choice, as well as its inherent
uncertainty. First, I discuss how this industry actively construct an elite narrative of the

A discussion of other school choices in China, for example, Chinese international schools and private
schools, can be found in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, where I also explain the selection criteria of each
option.
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transnational school choice on a macro-level, then I detail the meso-level boundary-work
educational consultants do to differentiate themselves from study-abroad intermediaries, that
is, the professionalization of this specific group to establish their legitimacy and thus create a
highly paid, boutique line of service. Following that, I analyze the day-to-day work of
educational consultants by demonstrating the services they provide and reveal that they are the
knowledge providers filling the gap between Chinese and American high school education
systems, and at the same time they commodify this knowledge and every single step of the high
school application experience. Furthermore, I explore the challenges within the educational
consulting industry for American high school application—the overdemand of Chinese students
that drives the expansion of participating American schools, the emotional labor required to
sustain clients, the strategies to manage expectation and capitalize on uncertainties. I
demonstrate how educational consultants repackage the “well-roundedness” American high
schools request and the uncertainty of admissions results into more tangible and certain
products: the growth of the students and the accumulation of a wide range of versatile activities.

“A Bridge to the Ivy League”: Constructing the Elite Narrative
The study-abroad educational consulting industry is a burgeoning one in the private education
market in China. The earliest players, emerging in the late 1990s for American graduate school
applications, were study-abroad intermediaries in major cities like Beijing, Shanghai, and
Guangzhou. Then the industry expanded in terms of market volume, types of services, and
geographic location in China. According to a 2017 industry report of Forward Intelligence, an
industry consulting service company, the market volume of the study-abroad industry has
reached 250 billion RMB (35 billion USD)19. Currently, most of the major players in the industry

Read more at “the study-abroad market has surpassed 250 billion RMB; the future market is trending
towards younger students,” see https://bg.qianzhan.com/report/detail/459/170421-fc67d7af.html (in
Chinese).
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have a segment focusing on American private high school application and start to branch out to
second-tier and third-tier cities. The service packages these educational consulting companies
provided for American high school application range from roughly $10,00020 to more than
$150,000 for boarding school application, and roughly $3,000 to $30,000 for day school
application (FindingSchool 2017).
School choices in China have gained some attention from scholars (Crabb 2010; Kipnis
2011; Kuan 2015), but little scholarly attention has been paid to the role of consultancy firms in
guiding Chinese parents through the selection and application process. Teresa Kuan (2015)
details the anxiety of child-rearing in contemporary China in her book Love’s Uncertainty:
parents, especially mothers, are obsessed with “not losing at the starting line” in an increasingly
stratified education system that is directly productive of an increasingly stratified society. It is
no wonder that almost every educational consultant I have encountered stresses the
overwhelming anxiety of parents and complains about it all the time. Yet, the educational
consulting industry is built on this anxiety and continue to contribute to generating more of
such sentiments. The educational consulting industry actively constructs and strengthens the
narrative of what I called an “elite school admissions pipeline.”
The common logic of getting into a prestigious college in China is that you need to get
into a “good” preschool, which therefore secures you a better chance of getting into a “good”
elementary school, and then a “good” middle school, high school, and, eventually, a prestigious
college. The criteria of “good” schools are almost self-evident for parents: the more selective the
school, the better. “Good”’ schools have a higher rate of acceptance to another “good” in the next
stage. Such logic creates the “elite school admissions pipeline.” Students need to enter the
pipeline at their earliest possibility to secure entrance to the next “good” school in the pipeline.
The study-abroad educational industry uses the same logic when marketing their services. They

Most of the prices in this dissertation are already converted to US dollars. Those that are not directly
converted are due to the cultural significance of the numbers.
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prey on Chinese families’ anxiety about getting into a prestigious American college, usually
manifested as a desire to get into an Ivy League institution or preferably one of “the Big Three”:
Harvard, Yale, and Princeton. It can be seen on the website and in the brochures that
consultants give out to parents. American private high school education is advertised as the
“bridge to the Ivy League.” Some other examples of marketing slogans are, “stepping into
American high school = stepping into prestigious universities all over the world,” “get ready for
Ivy League,” and “Ivy Success Plan Junior.” Ivy Leagues are cued frequently even though the
families are applying for high schools. In some cases, “small Ivies” are used in the marketing
narrative, which does not refer to prestigious liberal arts colleges, but selective private high
schools.
Parallel to the “small Ivies” narrative, the Ten Schools are evoked frequently in
constructing this narrative around elite private schools. The Ten School Admission Organization
(TSAO) member schools are a group of distinguished college preparatory schools that
collaborate in their outreach to prospective students and their families.21 Members include
Choate Rosemary Hall, Deerfield Academy, the Hill School, the Hotchkiss School, the
Lawrenceville School, the Loomis Chaffee School, Phillips Academy (Andover), Philips Exeter
Academy, St. Paul’s School, and Taft School. All of these schools are known to be feeder schools
to the Ivy League (Cookson and Persell 1987) and therefore fit into Chinese parents’ cognitive
map of finding the best high schools as a pathway to their dream colleges. On each of these
companies’ websites and brochures, they provide a long list of numbers of students accepted to
the “prestigious” schools, especially the Ten Schools, usually detailing the accepted students’
SAT and TOEFL scores upon college entry. Next to the list, several testimonials and success
stories told by either the student or the parent of the accepted student give the quantified list a
personal touch. Such a list and successful stories also contribute to Chinese families’

21

See more on the TSAO homepage: http://www.tenschools.org/page.cfm?p=2. Accessed on 1/10/2018.
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construction of the “good” schools. Other benefits of private schools are also advertised, such as
the advantage of the Harkness method22 and small-size classrooms, the potential of developing
critical thinking, and the superior campus location and well-equipped facilities. Photos of the
extravagant tennis court, golf course, swimming pool, along with the New England landscape of
tree-covered mountains, and Georgian buildings are frequently featured.
Apart from portraying the American high schools as the perfect pathway to an Ivy
League school, the American high school application segment of the industry actively
participates in constructing the “elite” narrative around the exclusivity of their services, the
schools, and the clients. The services they provide are usually described as “premium,” “highend,” and “VIP.” Those schools are referred to as “elite” and “aristocratic.” More importantly,
most advertising materials describe their clients as “elite,” “high-end,” and “high-net-worth”
families. So here the “elite” narrative shifts from constructing the product and the service to the
clients. One prominent company’s website even lists the kind of companies where their clients
work,23 to display the “high quality” of their clientele. It should come as no surprise that most of
these consulting companies or their specific high school application teams have “aristocrat,”
“elite,” “leader,” or “Ivy” in their name. Since the buyers and the decision makers of such
services are mainly parents, these advertisements and narratives are generated to attract
parents and highlight the exclusiveness of the services.
The idea of “elite school admissions pipeline” fits into parents’ aspiration to get their
children into a top college and provides them with a familiar account, similar to the Chinese
educational pathway, about fitting the American “elite” high school into their plan for school

22The

Harkness method, or Harkness table, is a collaborative teaching and learning method developed at
Philips Exeter Academy with a gift from Edward Harkness. It involves a small group of students and one
teacher sitting in a large, oval table to discuss ideas in an open-minded, encouraging environment with
minimal teacher intervention. “It’s about collaboration and respect, where every voice carries equal
weight, even when you don’t agree.” (Phillips Exeter Academy, 2017)
23 The company presents that “our families are from” leading technology companies, state-owned
enterprises, prominent investment banks, hedge funds, “central and local governments,” “distinguished
artists and celebrities” (for anonymity of the research, the reference will not be provided here).
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choice. The educational industry has collectively constructed an “elite” narrative on the schools
they promote, the services they provide, and the clients they serve. In that way, the practitioners
have created a niche market for services in American high school applications.

“We Prioritize Student Needs”: The Establishment of a Boutique Service
There are three categories of study-abroad services: intermediaries (zhong jie 中介), educational
consulting firms, and independent educational consultants. The boundaries can be blurry at
times.24 The study-abroad intermediaries are the older players of the market; both educational
consultants working for a company and independent educational consultants are the new
players. The new players are actively drawing boundaries between themselves and the old ones.
Study-abroad intermediaries, at this point, are notorious for providing a standardized
service to all students. They are also frequently associated with dishonest practices (Stecklow
and Harney 2016). This type of company mostly has existed for more than five years and started
as education training companies or other types of sales companies. The most well-known among
them is the New Oriental Education and Technology Group that started as a “school” offering
TOEFL and GRE test-preparation courses. New Oriental’s market capitalization in 2020 is
approximately USD 19 billion (Bloomberg LP 2020).25 These companies have established a
widely known brand as being the long-time players in the game. Senior employees at these firms
usually emphasize the years they have spent in this industry and very likely have no overseas
educational experience.26 They are blatantly selling overseas education application as a product.
The parents are usually greeted by their sales team who mainly focuses on signing a contract on
the application package yet does not work on the application at all. The application service

The categorization should be treated as Ideal Types in a Weberian sense as most of the organizations
are constantly changing and responding to the market.
25 New Oriental now has expanded its business to other areas of private educational service, such as K-12
tutoring services, career development consultation, and foreign languages (other than English) teaching.
26 But this issue is easy to fix. Most of these companies now have new employees who are also returnees
from American colleges.
24
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package these companies produce is highly standardized. The contract usually states that the
family agrees to pay for the standardized service package the team provides. After signing the
contract, the students will be handed over to the application team. The students usually do not
write their own personal statement, but merely fill out a form in Chinese detailing their personal
information, interests, and achievements. Then the writers in the team will use a template to
produce personal statements or other essays the school requires in English. The ghostwriters, in
some cases, are English associate degree holders. The agents at these firms are supposed to take
care of everything, including creating accounts on the application website, crafting the
recommendation letters, and submitting the application. Students do not necessarily have
access to any of their application material, ranging from personal statements to the passwords of
various application websites. The process of study-abroad application in these firms is a
streamlined manufactured one, where the clients do not necessarily get in touch with any of the
service providers on the production line and are handed the end product—the admissions
results.
In contrast to the standardization of the study-abroad intermediaries, educational
consulting firms emphasize the personalized and tailored service they provide to the Chinese
families. They are actively drawing boundaries from the study-abroad intermediaries. As Huang
Zhe, head of a newly founded educational consulting firm, described, “the reason that we still
need to talk about study-abroad intermediaries today is to show our advantages as educational
consulting firms. Employees at my former employer, one of the leading study-abroad
intermediaries, are all good at sales, but they are not good consultants. Those employees
prioritize sales, whereas we consultants prioritize students’ needs.” As American high school
application is an “elite” niche market, most of the practitioners are educational consultants who
“prioritize students’ needs.”
By the summer of 2017, on almost every educational consulting company’s website, there
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was a section on how they are different from study-abroad intermediaries.27 Most of the
educational consulting companies emphasize the professionalism and integrity of their service.
Almost on every educational consulting firm’s website, there is a section on how they are
different from intermediaries or agents. For example, one of the educational consulting
companies openly states, “while it may seem easier to hire someone to do all the work, hiring a
true professional will actually benefit you more. To find a qualified consultant, look for their
passion and professional standards. Like hiring any professional, you want someone who brings
passion to what they do, are knowledgeable about the various admission practices, and have a
long history in the profession.” It is obvious that the educational consultants are drawing
boundaries between “us,” the professionals who care about the students and “brings passion”
and knowledge to the work, and “them,” the intermediaries who simply “do all the work”
without addressing individual needs. They are actively doing boundary-work to demarcate
themselves from the study-abroad intermediaries to monopolize their position in the niche
market. Gieryn (1983; 1999) describes such boundary-work as “an ideological style” to acquire
“authority and career opportunities.” For emerging market players such as educational
consultants, establishing a highly professional image is an effective way for them to claim
legitimacy and epistemic authority.
Consultants at educational consulting firms mostly have overseas study experience and
tend to be in their twenties and thirties. Many of them have obtained bachelor’s or master’s
degrees from prominent American universities. Most of the consultants I talked to hold master’s
degrees in social sciences or humanities from an Ivy League college. There are several
educational consulting services specializing in American private secondary school applications.
Some founders are from an earlier wave of Chinese students who attended American private

Some companies have “upgraded” their website in 2018 and the differentiation section was removed.
They tend to focus more on the companies’ strengths and advantages. My understanding is that currently
in the high school application market, they are officially only competing with other educational consulting
companies, as parents are mainly well informed about the disadvantages of study-abroad intermediaries.
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high schools and returned to start a business. Some of them see the opportunity to cash in on
their precious educational experience, and others view themselves as educators. Parents like
their Ivy League halo and tend to think that younger consultants can communicate better with
their children. Also, these firms recruit a selective group of American experts such as former
admissions officers, or part-time teachers who also taught at a top-notch private American high
school.
Apart from the previously mentioned two groups of players, there is a small group of
rising players specifically in the game of private American high school applications—the Chinese
parents of elite American high school attendees. Their children are either currently attending or
have graduated from a prominent private American high school, usually one of the Ten Schools.
They did extensive research on American private high schools while they were assisting their
children in the past and now are utilizing this newly acquired knowledge for their clients. Other
parents tend to trust them more for two reasons: firstly, they are parents themselves and have
gone through the stressful process of a high school application, which means they tend to
empathize better; secondly, they have successfully secured a seat for their own child. They are
the real insiders and therefore have great credibility as other parents perceived. These “parent
consultants” usually do not have an office and tend to get clients based on reputation among
parents’ circles and individual referrals. One of my informants, Tracy, told me about how she got
into the business:

I assisted my daughter in her American high school application. My husband and I spent
more than 16 hours daily to research each school. The (admissions) results (for our
daughter) were very ideal. But I doubt other families will have the luxury of time like we
do…Later I helped my two nephews apply for college and graduate school and
understand the process more and more. This is actually a very specific line of work. We
need professional people to do professional things. I enjoy doing it. And on top of a lot of
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other reasons, I decided to do it full-time.

Tracy is very popular among parents and has a reputation for being able to connect to students
who are unwilling to talk to their parents. Although she does not have an office, she organized
occasional parties and workshops at her house for parents and contacts to meet with one
another and share information. Her fee is close to those educational consultants, approximately
$20,000 per case. “The other reasons” she referred to was that she found her old job, working at
a state-owned bank, restricted her from visiting her daughter freely in the United States. She did
not have a regular passport (yin si hu zhao 因私护照) before and had to use a passport for public
affairs (yin gong hu zhao因公护照) as a state-owned bank employee. She would have to request
permission from her supervisor each time she wants to travel abroad. Then she found she was
passionate about helping others to apply to American schools and clearly there is a market for
her. It was not a hard decision for her to leave the old job and started a business of her own.
Some other parent consultants I know also made career changes initially to accommodate their
own child’s needs.
To summarize, the study-abroad intermediaries stress the streamlining process, rich
resources, and long-term brand name, yet suffer greatly from the negative images of application
fraud. The educational consultants tend to emphasize the tailored, professional, and ethical
services they can provide and actively draw boundaries between themselves and intermediaries.
As for the parent consultants, their credibility is based on first-hand successful experiences and
the ability to emphasize. Since the market for American high school applications is considerably
smaller, the highly streamlined and standardized products the study-abroad intermediaries
provide are not preferred by the parents. Also, the average family sending students to America
for high schools tend to be wealthier and bought the whole elite narrative constructed by the
educational consulting industry. Therefore, they choose the emerging boutique service provides
either by educational consultants or parent consultants—exclusive and expensive, yet
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professional and individualized.

A Pipeline to American Elite Education: The Commodification of High School
Application Process
With the establishment of the boutique service, many upper-middle-class Chinese families are
sophisticated enough to look for a tailored service as a pathway to elite American education.
Even within the old players of study-abroad intermediaries, their high-school application teams
tend to operate in a new way not dissimilar to the educational consulting firms. A full package of
application services provides a comprehensive alternative path to diverge from Chinese testoriented education. If the family is well prepared, they will start to enroll in the application
program at least one and a half years in advance, if not earlier. Most of the agencies described
such service packages as “one-dragon” service (yi tiao long fu wu 一条龙服务), or “a systematic
project,” that is how Lucy, a veteran senior consultant of the study-abroad educational
intermediary industry, now CEO of a newly established educational consulting firm, described.
A team of consultants will make a detailed plan for the students and guide them through
the whole process. A “perfect” process goes like this: in the early stage, the student will attend
soft skills development programs, including but not limited to leadership development, courses
on critical thinking, volunteer or internship opportunities recommended by the educational
consulting firms. Since most of the volunteer and leadership programs require some
consistency, it is ideal to start this stage at least two years before the application. Then the
student needs to prepare for a language test, TOEFL iBT, and the standardized SAT. Some
students take these two exams multiple times—therefore even for those who are already
confident in their English skills, they should take the exam at least a year in advance in order to
allow some time to re-take it if the scores are not considered high enough. After getting the
satisfying test results, the application season officially starts in the summer before the next
school year. During the application process, a team of consultants will walk the whole family
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through by helping them to pick prospective schools, editing and commenting on the application
essays, reminding them about submitting various documents, providing interview training, as
well as organizing the campus visits to the American schools. When the student is accepted, the
team will take care of visa-related issues and even book the tickets for the family. Some
companies also provide workshops on procrastination, time management, stress management,
parent-child communication, and so on. Some provide an extra year of consulting service after
the student gets to the United States. The consulting team will guide the students on how to
choose courses in high school or go as far as handling legal and psychological issues students
encountered. Xin Ting, a consultant who fulfilled the sales function of a large study-abroad
intermediary, describes such service as an “accompanied growth program.” Not every family I
interact with participated in this whole multiple-year process, but most are familiar with these
steps. Most families are not familiar with all these steps; therefore, the educational consultants
are much needed, and they seize the opportunities to commodify each step of the process.
On most of these organizations’ websites, they will have a section on “background
improvement” that further breaks down to volunteer, internship, and academic competitions.
For example, on the website of one of the leading companies, under volunteer activities, it lists
activities such as protecting panda and white-headed langur, exploring intangible cultural
heritage in West Yunnan, and attending Shakespeare Play workshop. Other companies list
several Fortune 500 enterprises as their partners and provide their high school student clients
opportunities to do internships there. These programs are supposed to “help youth to develop
their leadership skills, cultivate their interests in scientific inquiry, and sharpen their
competitive edge on American high school application.”
Surely everything comes at a cost. The more comprehensive the service is, the more
expensive it is. The pricing of this package of service, interestingly, is not directly listed on any of
these websites. Study-abroad companies usually have different pricing package catering to
different customers. Xin Ting described her company’s pricing packages as follows:
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For day school (application), we offered two pricing options, $5,000 and $9,000. All the
pricing is related to the team that works with the clients. The more expensive one is the
VIP service. The $9,000 one includes interview training and essay editing by foreign
tutors. For boarding school (application), we have (four options), RMB 68,000, RMB
128,000, RMB 188,000 and RMB 258,000.28

She further explained the differences between the four packages:

The RMB 68,000 is the basic package that does not include planning or help on applying
for summer schools. The RMB 128,000 package includes planning for high school
application, and guidance on applying for summer school, so it is a long-term planning
program. We will tell the students what they should do at a certain time point and
recommend them to participate in specific extracurricular activities for improving their
soft power. The RMB 128,000 one includes tutoring from our foreign experts. The RMB
188,000 one is led by our director or our expert consultant, who is a former admissions
officer. One of them will directly get involved in the process of choosing schools for
students to apply for. They only take less than ten students each year. If the family
chooses the RMB 258,000 package, they will get both the director and the expert
consultant. More experience!

She went on and discussed how she usually delivers the pricing package to the clients:

I can judge by talking to parents (what pricing package is right for them). I will only give

Roughly $10,000, $19,000, $28,000, and $38,000, respectively. Eight (ba) in mandarin is close in
pronunciation to the word “Fa,” which means to get rich. Therefore, a lot of pricing ends with eight for
good fortune.
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them one to two choices after learning about the students’ English ability, whether the
family needs us to help them with planning. If they need planning, then it ought to be the
high-priced product. If they want to go to boarding school, then the price will start from
RMB 68,000. I will not make up the price.

With each added step, whether planning service is provided, and each level of added expertise,
whether an experienced consultant is involved, the price escalates quickly. The personal touch
on the price delivery probably can make each client feels exclusive and special. Lin Li, an
educational consultant at another big-name company, told me more about the differentiation of
pricing:

If you are applying for very top schools, for example, one of the Ten Schools, surely, we
will help you. But we will charge more, as we will spend more time and energy on your
application, and it is way harder. We called it ‘additional ranking charge’. However, we
only take the money when you get into one of those top-ranked schools. If not, we will
return the money to you. We are in a very, very miserable position (as a team of
consultants).

What Lin Li shared highlights some Chinese families’ obsession with the ranking of American
private high schools. Yet, there is not a universally acknowledged ranking for American private
high schools, such as the US News ranking for American universities. FindingSchool (FS), a
Chinese online school search platform, steps up and fulfills such needs. On the platform, they
collect ranking data from several established educational consulting firms and created one of
their own each year. FS ranking is based on eight variables: geographic location of the school
(proximity to big cities and airport, the convenience of life, the average availability of
educational resources at the regional level), academics (includes average standardized test
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scores, student-teacher ratio, number of AP classes, alumni donation, and number of teachers
with advanced degrees), admissions rate to selective universities, diversity of the students, the
neighborhood the school embedded in, international students management, and reviews from
the FS platform.29 The website displays ranking of 272 boarding schools and 401 day school are
given grades ranging from A+ to D. FS did not rank day schools due to “large quantity of existing
day schools and huge regional variations.”30 Many parents treat the FS ranking as the only
criteria while selecting schools. Thus, educational consulting firms, such as the one Lin Li works
for, create an “additional ranking fee” to further monetize it. According to my analyses on the
acquired data from USCIS, only around 7 percent of Chinese students went to the FS-ranked top
100 boarding schools and less than 0.5 percent ended up in the Ten Schools in 2015. That
probably partly explains why educational consultants actively steer clients to day schools and
charge “additional ranking fee” to underscore the extra efforts.
Although obviously each program and package of service is a product these companies
sell to the families, the products are labeled as courses and developmental programs without the
price tags on these companies’ websites. The educational consulting firms thus appear to be an
educational institution that provides alternative education pathways rather than just a business
touting service-oriented products. However, all the educational experiences—summer camp at
Philips Andover, international math competition, and high-profile internship—are
commodified. To my surprise, most of the consultants confess to me that the families of
academically high-achieving students usually are the ones who pay the most for all the premium
services. High-achieving students have higher expectations for the type of schools they want to
attend and appreciate the value of guidance from former or current admissions officers of top
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Read more about their ranking method here: http://www.findingschool.net/ranking/FS-BoardingRanking/help (in Chinese).

30

See more at http://www.findingschool.net/ranking/FS-Day-Ranking (in Chinese).

45

schools. This seems to be very similar to what Cooper (2014) describes as “doing security
upscaling.” She used it to capture how those with most resources often “plagued by the sense
that they didn’t quite have enough” (23). In the case of these families with academically high
achievers, they are also worried that they are not yet good enough for the elite boarding schools
they yearn for and are willing to pay more to feel more secure about their chances of acceptance.
It becomes clear that the educational consultants serve as the middlemen to bridge the
gap between the Chinese education system that emphasizes quantifiable results such as the
ranking of the school and test scores and the American education system that appears to have a
holistic approach in selecting candidates. If the families are savvy in choosing or merely lucky to
find some truly experienced consultants, parents’ economic capital is very likely to be converted
to the cultural capital of their children via the help of these middlemen. Certainly, the students
still need to put a lot of effort into cramming for tests to achieve high TOEFL and SAT scores
and participate in all the programs the consultant picked. Such experienced consultants or the
sheer existence of information spread out by the industry have “cultivated” some truly
remarkable students who scored 115 out of 120 in TOEFL and 95 percentile in SAT, had one
exceptional sport or musical talent and took part in at least one volunteer program consistently
for a continuous amount of time. However, not every consultant is a true educator with a
thorough understanding of why activities other than standardized tests matter. “Wellroundedness” has been quickly quantified: the more, the merrier. It becomes yet another
standardized formula of an accumulation of experiences: the volunteer programs, sports, music,
and art programs also become a manifestation of parental capital and resources. With the help
of the educational consultants, well-roundedness becomes a tailored commodity that can be
built from a pool of paid experiences.
To conclude, the educational consultants provide a pipeline to American elite education,
by breaking down all the required components of an elite American private high school
application and commodifying each of them. Such a tailored service, no matter how comparable
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it is to an actual educational process, comes with a high price tag.

“Choose the school that the student fits in”: Managing Parents’ Expectation and
Emotional Labor by Educational Consultants
American high school application is a particular segment of work for study-abroad educational
consultants. By default, the applicants are teenagers around fourteen to sixteen, and therefore
family members, especially the parents, must be involved in the process. The educational
consultants often need to deal with several family members for a single application case and
thus perform a lot of emotional labor. Based on her study of American flight attendants,
Hochschild defined emotional work as labor that “requires one to induce or suppress feeling in
order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others”
(1983: 7). The educational consultants I talked to all mentioned that they need to deal with some
family conflicts and remain patient in order to get the client. Lin Li described this challenging
part of her job to me in a conversation:

Lin: I need to communicate with so many people from the family. Our work in high
school applications is different from those of graduate school applications. We only need
to deal with students if it's grad school application. For high school, we need to settle
with dad, and then mum. After we had a deal with the parents, the grandparents show
up. The grandparents come and said, "our grandchild cannot go abroad, I won't let him
go.” So, we need to take care of the grandparents as well. We need to persuade them. Oh
my.
ST: Even the grandparents come to you?
Lin: Yes! The grandparents directly showed up at our office. The grandma was just
pounding the table and shouting, "no, you cannot send our grandchildren away.” So
many situations. Too complicated. The old people won't let the children go. Or the mum
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sends the kid away secretly without letting the dad know… I've seen so much during my
work in American high school (applications). You can meet any type of person.

I was intrigued and asked her whether she also needs to mediate family conflicts. She went on
and gave me examples of mothers who cried for hours and lamented the hardship of being a
housewife and dedicated efforts to an only child, divorced couples who sent children away to
avoid conflicts around custody, and a father who sent his child away with his ex-wife to please a
new girlfriend. Although the educational consultants appear to be knowledge-providers and
even educators in the earlier account, they are after all service providers. Emotional labor
inevitably becomes an important part of the service. To keep the client, they need to please every
member of the family. At the same time, they need to figure out tactically the actual decisionmaker, i.e. payer for the service, and directly reach an agreement with the payer. The end goal is
still to persuade the decision-maker to sign a service contract with them.
Most educational consultants told me they are very “conscientious” and “responsible” for the
family. The rationale behind that is best captured by Xin Ting’s words:

I cannot turn clients away. No matter how unreasonable the client, we are not in a position
to cherry-pick clients. We still need to compete with other firms. Now it's still the clients who
are choosing us. We are a big corporation and cannot choose clients. Those small
corporations, instead, they cannot put their energy everywhere, so they will pick clients.
They need to focus more on quality. They cannot take too many clients that they are not able
to hold. We are, after all, a big corporation, and have enough human resources. We need to
recruit more students and make our offer list look better.

The more students a company gets, the more likely they will have students admitted by the
Ten Schools and thus have a splendid offer list. The consultants appeared to be emotionally
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invested when they say they are “responsible” for the family. In some cases, the educational
consultants will communicate with the student better than the parents do, and therefore the
students trust the consultants more. Sometimes a good consultant also serves the role of a
therapist to deal with the student’s concern over self-esteem, family issues such as divorce, and
poor parenting.
I also talked to some educational consultants who worked at the small firms Xin Ting
referred to. David, the founder of an “academy” specialized in study-abroad educational
consulting services, told me that he handpicked every client and spend several hours talking to
the parents and the student before deciding whether he would take the case. He described it as
“checking the vibe” of the student and see whether he or she will be a good fit. He elaborated,
“we tend to favor a certain type of students: not necessarily the best-performing students
academically, but those who have unique interests and passion towards something. They share
the vibe of our academy and we feel more confident to help them grow.” Through the selection
process, these educational consultants, again, are cultivating a sense of elite-ness and curating a
cohort of students that fits their brand. One of the boutique firms has essay writing workshop,
summer camp to visit American schools, and on-one-on sessions with consultants to dive in
deep to find students’ passions. During these programs, students who are in the same cohort
become close friends and feel comradeships as fighting through the hard battle of applying to
American schools and chasing dreams. Through creating a school-like environment and
emphasize the importance of growth in this process, these companies also repackage the
uncertainties of school admissions into a more certain product, that is, the experiences and
growth in the process of chasing dreams and searching for passions.
On top of the emotional labor to comfort parents and students and build community,
educational consultants need to maintain the delicate balance of selling their service as a
potential pathway to Ivy League Colleges, and at the same time, manage parents’ expectations
and remind them to be “realistic.” They need to both show them the rosy picture of the
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enormous potential value of a well-rounded elite private high school diploma and make them
understand that not every student can end up in Ivy League colleges. For those who cannot get
into the “top” schools, “cooling the mark out” (Goffman 1952) is achieved through articulations
around the uncertainty of the admissions results and the certain gains of growth and
experiences, as well as social connections (friends met in the application process and the
community built through this).

The Overdemand of Chinese Students: The Changing Relationship between American
Schools and the Chinese Educational Consulting Industry
With the increasing number of Chinese families sending children abroad at an earlier age, many
American private schools now receive substantially more potential applicants than they can
accommodate. Most top private high schools have been recruiting a consistent number of
Chinese students no matter how many applications they got. The irony is that one of the reasons
that the top elite schools are not recruiting more Chinese students is because the Chinese
parents do not want their children to study at a school where “there are too many Chinese,” as
Kevin, the former admissions officer of one of the Ten Schools told me. Kevin further articulated
the competitiveness of getting into any American private school for Chinese families:

Most boarding schools, I’m talking about most schools, including those who aren’t
particularly good. They probably got about 200 applications from Mainland China. If
these schools all get around 200 applications, they only admit maybe ten students. We
are talking about a 5% return...The admissions thing is a lot about supply and demand.
Before, if you are a Chinese student (who) speaks decent English and you have good
grades, you are gonna get accepted to a boarding school. When you have 200 students
applying, and I would say probably 90% of them have perfect GPAs, close-to-perfect test
scores, whatever, and it just becomes incredibly competitive.
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The reality that demand of students exceeds supplies of student seats in private schools
also changes the way Chinese educational consulting services interact with American schools.
Some American private schools once relied on reputable Chinese educational consulting firms to
recruit students for them. The educational firms screen the documents first and make sure the
candidates fit certain standards and then send the application to the school, which saves a lot of
time for the admissions team and guarantee the number of students they can get. Those schools
also tend to be the ones that came to China to host recruitment events and made their names
known among Chinese parents. These schools that entered the Chinese market early, around
2010 to 2012, got an edge on attracting high-achieving Chinese students. Now they no longer
worry about not getting enough Chinese students applying. They no longer need educational
consulting firms as their partners. However, they keep coming to China for the “numbers game.”
Kevin explains to me why those schools still come to China:

One of the things that those schools saw a niche market, and they did do a lot of outreach
to Chinese families and schools and stuff like that in China, so they developed this
reputation. Again you need to understand that some of these schools in the United States
are not considered top schools, so the reality is, um, in terms of the marketplace, the
number of the domestic students who are full-paid who applied to boarding schools, is
actually decreasing. A lot of schools strategically are doing a lot more outreach to
international students. Because for most places it’s an untapped market. So the idea is all
you need to do is to have a few full-pay families from these locations, and that will
supplement your enrollment. The thing about China is… you know, every student who’s
applying is a full-pay student. So it’s kinda one of the things if you are a school who’s
struggling to maintain the academic quality and trying to maintain your full-pay
numbers, why wouldn’t you be well known in China? Why wouldn’t you go there and try
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to generate a buzz in a marketplace? Because at the end of the day, like I said before, the
Chinese students are strong academically, they come with full-pay tuition.

Colleges in the U.S. have long been known as playing the “numbers” game, that is, using
“selectivity” as a prominent metric of institutional prestige (Stevens 2009). As Stevens (2009)
acutely points out, rather ironically, “the quality of the college is gauged by the proportion of
each year’s applicants who are not allowed to enroll” (32). Kevin pointed out that selective
American private high schools are not very different:

Boarding schools, just like colleges, play numbers games. So, what I mean by that, is a lot
of average schools look more impressive now, because of the fact that they have these
Chinese applicants. So, imagine, for example, ten years ago, a small school has, I don’t
know, let’s say they have 500 applications in total, now you add Chinese students, your
application basically increased by 50-60%. But you only take in a handful of Chinese
students, so now you look more selective because you have this huge increase in
applications. You only take in a handful of Chinese students. So now you can move your
acceptance rate from 40% to 30%. Some schools…, they are just going to China to recruit
because they want to increase those applications knowing that they are only going to take
a handful of students.

The reality is, although it appears that a lot of boarding schools are going to China to
recruit students, the numbers of the students they are taking remain somewhat stagnant. Yet the
market of applicants keeps expanding, which leads to both inflation of the test scores and the
need to search for other schools in the U.S.
The inflation of test scores is manifested in the increasing requirement of the TOEFL
score. Some schools simply raise the entry bar of the TOEFL scores due to the high volume of
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applications, as multiple consultants have complained. In responding to the rising competition,
educational consulting firms have two major strategies: first, to provide more intensive cram
programs to help the Chinese students score higher; second, to look for new schools to send
their clients to. Parents generally eye the boarding schools in the northeastern region and
California. The consultants have started to seek collaborations with schools in the midwestern
area and to recommend them to the parents. Besides the expanding regions of interest,
consultants have also started to steer Chinese families to private day schools. Xin Ting explains
the rationale of this strategy:

The reason we recommend day schools is that there are a lot of day schools. The pressure
of the application is not as large. The top 100 boarding schools now require a TOEFL
score of around 100. With that score, you can apply to the top 50 American universities.
However, that same 100 for TOEFL can get you into very good day schools. Then you
need to bear the risk of dealing with host families, whether (the student) is independent,
what about (the student's) personality? Can (the student) communicate with others?

Lin Li provides an almost identical explanation:

Seriously, I don't think some schools are that good, but they also require a TOEFL score
of 80-90. You really want a junior high kid to score that high at 8th grade, is really hard.
Really hard. But there is no other way. Chinese are like that, competing with your own
countrymen to death, chasing against one another. No way out. So, it's not necessary [to
join that race] anymore. So, I think to choose some schools that just started to recruit
international students, or avoid some popular areas, is doable. There is nothing bad
about day schools. It's just that [by attending] day schools, you need to be able to get
along with the host family. That is relatively hard.
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This increasing need to expand the secondary educational options to private day schools
introduces another important player in the game, school agents. School agents help to bridge the
educational consulting firms with the schools in various regions in the United States. They
contact schools to open recruitment for Chinese students, or in some cases, the schools contact
these school agencies to look for international students. Since most of the schools they contact
are day schools, the school agents also take care of searching for host families for international
students. Host families are where the teenage students go back to after school to eat, sleep, and
hopefully enjoy their American life. Since the students are still relatively young, host families are
expected, at least by the Chinese parents, to more than simply provide “room and board,” but to
take care of the students. Educational consulting companies in China handle the recruitment of
students. School agencies usually have offices both in China and the United States. The Chinese
office mainly focuses on marketing the schools, whereas the American office mainly focuses on
managing the whole line of services related to the host family. Charles, one of the employees at a
school agency, describes their relationship with the schools this way:

We have partnerships with over two hundred schools. We work hard to maintain a good
relationship with schools. The first key to that is to maintain good communication with
the schools. Secondly, (to guarantee) the supply of the students. We will make sure that
we have some standards. It’s not like that as long as you have money, you can get into
any schools. You still need to fulfill the basic requirements. Thirdly, (do a good job of)
the later-stage management. Keep close contact with the school, the parents, and the
students, monitoring their status. So, we have a stable relationship (with the schools).

The school agents do not have direct contact with Chinese families at the application
stage. They work with educational consultants in for Chinese students in a later stage as they
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help to sort out any issues around host families. In some cases, private day schools find host
families for the students on their own. The host families which are located by the schools are
usually staff members of the school or parents who have children previously attended the
school. Host families located by the school agents are from a wider range of backgrounds: some
are affluent families who are interested in hosting foreign students for cultural exchange, some
are families struggling financially to make ends meet. The school agents perform some
background screening of the host families, based on financial status, housing situation, criminal
background check. They usually provide Chinese families with information of two to three host
families for them to choose from. The complicated relationship between host families, school
agency, educational consultants, and American private day high schools, sometimes makes it
hard for Chinese parents to identify a point person when their children have complaints about
the school or the host family once they get to the United States. In some cases, the parents need
to contact the educational consultants, then the school agent, then the host family or the school,
to get hold of the issue, not to mention that some parents do not speak English at all and heavily
rely on the help of these service providers.
The increasing demand of Chinese students has raised new challenges and opportunities
for both the educational consultants and the American schools to deal with. More American
private boarding high schools are participating in the “numbers game” and more private day
schools are opening their doors to full tuition-paying Chinese students. More discussion on the
preparedness of these schools can be found in Chapter 4.

Conclusion
The educational consultants play an important part in Chinese families sending children to the
United States for private high schools. In this chapter I discuss their multifaceted roles to
construct the elite narrative on a macro-level, to establish professional legitimacy and a
boutique line of service on a meso-level, and to manage expectation and repackage uncertainty
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into certain products on a micro-level. Although students and parents are privileged with
economic capital and resources, educational consultants are mediators that help them to decide
where to allocate such resources appropriately. Students' and parents’ lack of knowledge and
information warrants the education consultants to play a more influential role in the admission
decision, henceforth allowing them to play a role in mediating parent and children’s educational
expectations and decisions. They are also “translating” their understanding of the American
private high school education to the Chinese families, to use ranking tactically as a proxy to
prestige, and standardized test scores as a proxy to requirements. Both ranking and
standardized test scores are close to the competitive nature of the Chinese educational system.
At the same time, the educational consultants need to deliver the idea of “well-roundedness” and
“fit” to Chinese families, which serves two purposes: first, on a conceptual level, it highlights the
different admission criteria American private high schools adopt, that is, beyond standardized
test scores, schools are looking for a “fit”, an individual whose talents can be a part of a curated
diverse student body; second, on a pragmatic level, it conveys the uncertainty of the results of
admissions, that is, if a student is not admitted to a specific school, the possible explanation can
be he or she is not a good “fit,” which takes away the blame on the ability of the student or the
educational consultant. As for-profit mediators, the educational consultants not only consolidate
the existing market of American high school application and hence make the route to a
transnational “elite” education possible, but also commodify the whole process and at the same
time help aspiring Chinese families to convert their economic capital expediently into cultural
capital that can facilitate the transitional education move. Whether the Chinese students get into
the “top” or “elite” schools somehow becomes less important in the process, they mostly get
admitted into some private American schools at the end of the application journey. A longer
journey to the west is waiting ahead.
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Chapter 3 The Age of Anxiety

I was the first to arrive at Tracy’s family townhouse on the outskirts of Pudong district, a
relatively newly developed district in Shanghai. The townhouse is not new. Tracy and her
husband have bought it for over ten years. Tracy showed me around the house before other
guests arrive. The townhouse has three floors, a living room on the first floor, two bedrooms on
the second floor, a study and a storage room on the top floor. It has a small garden, where Tracy
cultivated some vegetables and flowers. For a city as dense as Shanghai, owning a townhouse is
a clear signifier of the upper-middle class. Townhouses like the one Tracy’s family owns usually
cost around two million US dollars. During my fieldwork in Shanghai, Beijing, and Guangzhou, I
visited several houses like this one—rather spacious on the outskirts of those megacities, or upscale three-bedroom apartments in downtown areas that cost about the same price.
I met Tracy through other parents I have interviewed. Her daughter attended one of the
Ten Schools in the United States and was, therefore, always sought after by other eager parents
to share tips on the American private elite high school application. She invested a lot financially
and emotionally in assisting her daughter to apply for the top boarding schools. Their family did
not hire an educational consultant, and Tracy did extensive work to research different schools.
Tracy’s husband and she both flew to the United States for campus visits with their daughter.
They scheduled a two-week visit covering many elite boarding schools in New England and
coincidentally ran into a veteran American educational consultant, Gary, in many schools. It
turned out that Gary has arranged a very similar campus visit tour for his client. Tracy got
acquainted with Gary during these overlapping tours and ended up quitting her job and
partnering with Gary to help Chinese families like hers to apply for American high schools and
colleges. She told me that she is passionate about helping other families to avoid the pitfalls in
high school and college application and relied heavily on the expertise of Gary, a former
admission officer of one of the elite boarding schools. Her role in the partnership is to facilitate
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communication with Chinese parents and understand their needs. Parents who are as dedicated
as Tracy are not rare. Ying, a Shanghai mum of a sixteen-year-old boy, accompanied her son to
visit and interview at seventeen schools in December before the high school enrollment. Ying
was an English teacher in an elementary school and became a stay-at-home mum after her son’s
birth. She has researched over a hundred schools online to assist her son’s application. Her son
was also enrolled in one of the Ten Schools. I interviewed Ying at the lounge area of the gym of
the gated community, also in the Pudong district. I was introduced to Ying through a family
friend who lives in the same gated community and met Ying at the gym. The upper-middle-class
women attending this gym have formed a small community to share information about studyabroad and alleviate their shared anxiety in sending their children abroad at different ages. The
lounge area becomes a place they hang out and discuss these issues.
Tracy regularly hosts weekend tea party for people to mingle and talk about topics
related to studying abroad. I have met with her several times before this tea party to discuss her
daughter’s high school experiences and clients' stories. She invited me to her weekend gathering
to learn more about the diverse population she interacts with. Sometimes the tea party has a
specific theme; for example, some star students share their application experiences with other
families. The one I joined felt more like a networking event. Most of the guests are friends or
people she met at various education forums, which I read as potential partners or clients. Guests
came one after another, and in the end, there were roughly twenty people in the living room.
Among the guests, some are practitioners in the educational consulting industry, parents who
brought their children who are interested in studying abroad, and returnees from American high
schools and colleges. Tracy laid out a white tablecloth on the long rectangle dinner table, which
can seat up to twelve people in the living room, and prepared both black tea and coffee for the
guests. A Royal Albert bone china tea set featuring the classic old country rose pattern was
waiting for the guests, alongside some homemade cookies. After everyone introduced
themselves, the conversation naturally turned into a heated one on why parents want to send
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children to the United States, and guests quickly started to complain about China’s competitive
education market. I have heard such conversations repetitively over my fieldwork. Aside from
the criticism, there is also the overwhelming anxiety from parents who are facing an increasingly
complex educational market and more school choices.
In this chapter, I first demonstrate the neoliberal education market and the various high
school choices in China and parents’ subsequent anxiety. Then I discuss the educational
strategies of a rapidly rising group of Chinese urban upper-middle-class families who send their
only children to the United States for private secondary education. I analyze the motivations and
risks of such an educational choice. I argue that Chinese urban upper-middle-class families
choose such a strategy as a silent exit from the Chinese education system while embracing the
risks and uncertainty due to a lack of familiarity with the American institutional context. The
lived experiences of these families also provide a productive lens for further theorizing the
implication of seemingly individualized and apolitical educational strategies on the state-society
relationship.

High School Choices in China and Parents’ Anxiety
The centralized education policy in China has loosened after the economic reform and opening
up in 1978. The Chinese central government started to courage the establishment of nongovernment schools in its Outline of Chinese Education Reform and Development in 1993.
From then on, Chinese families start to have a variety of school choices (Tsang 2003). The
privatization and commodification of the education market is a dramatic shift for Chinese
students who used to have only one clear route to colleges and universities: excelling in the
regional centralized exam from a public junior high school to get into the most academically
competitive public high school, and then acing the national college entrance exam (hereafter
gaokao) to enter a reputable public university.
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Apart from the public schools, a variety of private and quasi-private institutions,
including private (minban) schools, international schools, and international-curriculum classes
within public schools, emerged. High school is considered the stepping-stone to college. Thus,
securing entrance to a prestigious one causes parents and children great anxiety. Table 1 shows
various high school choices, admission processes to get into these different types of high schools,
and corresponding college pathways. Parents and their children have, in effect, become
consumers of education and are continuously making consumer choices.
Types of schools

Admissions Requirements

College Pathways

Public high schools

Standardized High School
Entrance Exam (hereafter
zhongkao)
Independent selection process
(independent exams and
interviews)
Zhongkao and independent
interviews
Some only admit foreign passport
holders; Some administer
independent exams and
interviews
Application (SSAT, TOEFL,
essays, portfolio, interviews)
Application

National College Entrance

Private (Minban) high
schools
International curriculum
classes within public schools
International high schools

American private prep
schools
Boarding schools in other
developed countries

Exam (gaokao) (most likely)31;
Apply to Foreign Universities

Apply to Foreign Universities

Table 3.1 Secondary School Choices in China

A small number of Chinese elite higher institutions adopted a new channel of admission, Independent
Freshman Admission (IFA), a multistage selection characterized interviews, recommendation, and a more
comprehensive exam. Supposedly, such a selection channel of admission will select students not only
based on test scores but on a wide range of qualities. However, IFA only constitutes a small portion of the
overall admission. Students entering colleges via IFA cannot exceed 5 percent of the total admitted
students in designated colleges.

31
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Among the high school choices in table 3.1, parents who choose to send children to domestic
international high schools most likely already opt out of the possibility of their children to take
gaokao, as those schools generally cover different course content and do not train students in
test-taking skills. The international curriculum class within public schools is commonly
considered “a school within a school” (xiao zhong xiao 校中校). Students generally need to learn
both the curriculum of a public school and a version of the international curriculum. The most
common international curricula taught in those schools are the International Baccalaureate
Diploma Programme (known as IBDP or IB, more common in the European countries such as
the United Kingdom) and the Advanced Placement program (known as AP, more commonly
found in the United States). Because these students learn both “Chinese” and “foreign”
curriculum, they can choose to burden themselves with two college pathways at the same time:
take gaokao for Chinese universities and apply to foreign universities.
Both domestic international schools and the IB or AP program within the public schools
are much more expensive than public schools. The annual tuition cost of a public high school in
big cities is around $300 to $500. The annual tuition cost of domestic international schools is
between $30,000 to $50,000 in megacities such as Beijing and Shanghai. The annual tuition
cost of international curriculum classes within the public high schools is between $10,000 to
$20,000. Most of the parents who chose to send their children to the American private high
schools told me that they had not considered the option of domestic international high school
since the cost is similar to those of American ones, they would rather directly send children
abroad to “have the full experience.”
Various high school choices have led to two pathways to college: one through the
notoriously competitive high-stakes national college entrance exam, gaokao, and the other
through application to foreign universities. The two pathways require different sets of
preparations. With all this attention on education, a for-profit “shadow education system” (Bray
1999), including tutoring and language schools, became extremely popular. Those students on
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the track of national college entrance exams, usually attend two types of private tutoring: 1) to
learn the content before they are taught in school to get ahead of the class; 2) to review and
strengthen content that students have already learned at school. Those who are on the track of
entering the American education system usually enroll in language classes preparing for Test of
English as Foreign Language (TOEFL) and other “enrichment” programs. Chinese parents are
overwhelmed with choices of different educational pathways and enhancement tutoring
services. Moreover, as most of these parents still only have one child,32 that child bears all the
hope of their parents. This leaves leeway for failure, making the stakes of an educational
decision at the secondary level very high.
L.E.K. Consulting, a global management consulting firm, recognized education as
China’s “ultimate consumer good.” Their 2018 special report on education trends in China
described Chinese education consumers as “advantage seeking, premium preferring, and
internationally minded.” This report also estimated China’s private education market at $260
billion (RMB 1.6 trillion) in 2018 and set to grow at a 9 % year-on-year rate until 2020. Parents’
level of anxiety also grows exponentially with the increasingly expanding private education
market and the high price tags associated with it.

Childrearing Strategies and Education Stratification
Since educational pathways have become more individualized in China, parents experience
more pressure about their choices. Though overwhelmed by choices, affluent families have an
edge in the current increasingly unequal education system in China. Research shows that
families with higher household income are more likely to utilize private tutoring services and
have higher levels of spending on it (Yueyun Zhang and Xie 2016). Hong and Zhao (2015) also

Starting from 2015, all couples in China are allowed and encouraged to have two children, according to
a communique issued by the Communist Party of China (Xinhua 2015).
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find that upper-middle-class Chinese parents provide more opportunities for their children to
participate in cultural activities, attendance at shadow education, and own more books at home.
However, they did not find significant differences in parenting attitudes.33 Hong and Zhao
conclude that there are no distinct class differences in habitus in urban China, but significant
class differences in the capital dimension. They find the line from Xiaogang Feng’s film Big
Shot’s Funeral— “successful people are those, whenever they buy something, they don’t care
about buying the best but only the most expensive!”–to be an excellent illustration of the
Chinese middle class. I observed a similar tendency among the upper-middle-class Chinese
parents I interacted with: they are prone to choosing the most expensive educational products.
The lack of pre-existing institutional knowledge makes it hard for them to make smart consumer
choices.
High school choices are the continuation of a long-term childrearing strategy. Chinese
urban upper-middle-class parents start to show a similar childrearing style to their American
counterparts. Upper-middle-class American parents are known for developing a parenting style
of incorporating various organized activities to their children’s lives, i.e., “concerted cultivation”
(Lareau 2011) and thus produce “measurably talented children” and send their children “to the
right places at the right times” (Stevens 2009, 22). It also rings true for most upper-middle-class
Chinese parents I interviewed. Childrearing strategies and practices have become a major
concern for them. When I asked parents how they cultivate their children, many enthusiastically
spend hours talking about their school choices strategies and extracurricular activities since
kindergarten. Their childrearing strategies substantiate previous research on parental strategies
for class reproduction: enrolling children younger than five in “enrichment” activities

The parental orientation is measured by the degree of agreement on the following three statements: A)
Children contradicting the teacher is absolutely intolerable. B) After children are out of class and have
completed their homework, what they do with their time is their own choice. Parents do not need to
control it. C) All child-related things, regardless of their importance, must first be discussed with the
children. Agreeing with statement A indicates an authoritarian tendency; agreeing with B indicates a
laissez faire tendency; and agreeing with C indicates an authoritative tendency. The authors acknowledge
the limitation of such measurement on predicting the actual practices of parenting behaviors.
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(extracurricular creative and sporting classes) (Vincent and Ball 2007), creating opportunities
for cosmopolitan experiences and spaces (Horst 2015), and believing in their children’s endless
potential (Nelson 2012).
Though filled with anxiety around children’s competitiveness in the education market,
parents also worry about overscheduling their children’s lives, just like their upper-middle-class
counterparts in the United States (Nelson 2012). Kuan (2015) argues that middle-class parents
in China, especially mothers, struggle between the demands of a competitive education system
and the concern to protect a child’s happiness. Lan (2018) discovers a similar pattern among
Taiwanese middle-class parents. Many mothers I interviewed were working professionals before
becoming a parent but quit their jobs to take care of their children and fulfill the polarized goals
of childrearing. One mother, who was an animation designer, described the frustration of such a
choice,

Now I treat my daughter as my only ongoing project. I do not get a salary from this
project: no overtime payment or a boss’s praises. The kid also will not be grateful or
approve of my efforts.

A similar trend was documented earlier in the United States by Marianne Cooper (2014): she
describes the gender division within the upper-class household as “neo-traditional,” that
mothers quit their job and become “professional mothers who specialize in securing their
children’s futures” (117) and fathers keep working hard to secure the financial futures of the
family. Ironically, such “neo-traditional” patterns emerged when the Chinese educational
market took a neoliberal turn, which requires parents to take more responsibility for every
single step of their children’s school choice.
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School Choices and Opting Out
It is intriguing that in a school system where higher-income families are more likely to send
students to elite colleges in China (Liu et al. 2014, Wu 2017), parents still look elsewhere—in this
case, American private high schools—as an alternative.
Ralph H. Turner (1960) introduces two ideal-typical normative patterns of upward mobility
to describe school systems: sponsor mobility and contest mobility. Sponsor mobility is a
selection process controlled by a group of elites who are deemed to be best qualified to judge
merit, whereas contest mobility is like a sporting event that many compete for a few recognized
prizes. Supposedly, the selection is solely based on personal efforts. Chinese school systems
appear from outside as a contest model where every individual has equal access to the selection
process, i.e., through zhongkao and gaokao. However, those who got sorted out in the previous
contest do not have the chance to re-enter the contest. Also, the location of the student’s
household registration status determines which contest one can participate in. Some families I
talked to, although residing in Beijing or Shanghai, do not have a household registration status
(hereafter hukou) in these cities. Therefore, their children both cannot take zhongkao and
gaokao in these cities. Instead, they need to go back to their hometown where their hukou is to
take the exams.34 Each region uses a different set of curricula, therefore many of the children opt
out of the public-school system and only attend private and international schools and decide to
go to foreign universities. American private high school and the following public and private

This hukou restriction in the college enrollment system has stirred an equal education movement in
China, mainly started by migrant parents in Beijing. Read a more detailed account of the movement in
Zhou (2017). She examines how the idea of equal education has been contested among different social
groups in public debates and argues that although participants of the movement have been very successful
in overcoming the restriction imposed by the state and extending their voice to the public, the public
discourse they proposed is still flawed in many ways. The movement’s proposals reveal that the
participants were more interested in moving themselves upwards in the existing hierarchy rather than
criticizing the college enrollment system that hierarchizes citizens; the activists failed to convince the
public that equal education was their real goal and failed to incorporate the concerns of working-class
migrant families.

34

65

universities’ admissions process is closer to a sponsor system that makes transnational
educational choices possible.
As visualized in Figure 2, multiple pathways lead these families to choose American private
high schools. Parents need to decide whether they are going to opt out of the Chinese testoriented education system at various stages of their child’s life, depending on their children’s
academic performance and personal preferences. Some families completely opt out of the
competitive Chinese education from the very beginning and go from international schools in
China directly to American high schools. Some debate between top public schools in China and
top boarding schools in the United States and choose American elite prep schools over the
Chinese public key-point schools.35 Others only look for the American option when they feel
their children cannot secure a spot at public key-point schools or any Chinese high schools36.

Figure 2 Parents’ Educational Strategy Flowchart

Moreover, in each case, the children end up in various types of American private high schools,
ranging from the top American elite boarding schools to a private high school that few people

Public key-point schools in secondary education are part of the tracking system of Chinese education to
identify talents (academically top-performing students) from different social origins. See Ye (2015) for a
more detailed discussion.
36 After the high school entrance exams, students will be sorted into academic-track and vocational-track.
Usually, students who score lower on the exam are sorted into the vocational track. Therefore, most
parents consider getting sorted into the vocational track as a failure.
35
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have ever heard of. Students who were academically high performers and had “well-rounded”
and well-balanced skills are more likely to end up in elite boarding schools. Students whose
English skills are limited and did not have stellar records are more likely to attend regional
private schools, among which many are Christian schools.
It is fascinating that many parents cannot answer the question, “why the US?” They have
almost a blind trust in the American education system and consider it as “the best education”
they can provide for their children. When interrogated further on why choose American schools
instead of Canadian or British schools, some talk about the geopolitical power of the United
States as being the most powerful country in the world and thus must have better schools;
others cannot come up with a clear answer and treat “American schools are simply better” as a
matter of fact.
Apart from the geopolitical power of the United States, another explanation of the
obsession with American high schools, implicitly indicated by many parents, is that the United
States has the highest number of highly ranked universities globally. Parents and students often
compare the rankings of American universities to the most prestigious ones in China. According
to U.S. News and World Report’s Best Global Universities ranking in 2020, the top universities
in China, Tsinghua University, Peking University in Beijing, ranked 36 and 59 respectively, and
Shanghai Jiao Tong University and Fudan University, in Shanghai, ranked 136 and 171
respectively. There are dozens of American universities ranked higher than these top
universities. In 2018, when the first cohort of “post-00s generation” reach the age of gaokao,
9.75 million students took the exam and the possibility to get into one of the C9 universities,37

The C9 League is an official alliance of the nine most prestigious universities in China. The League was
established in 1998 by the government as part of reforms aimed at driving more of China’s universities
into the global elite. The C9 League includes Peking University, Tsinghua University, Fudan University,
Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Nanjing University, University of Science and Technology of China,
Zhejiang University, and Xi’an Jiao Tong University. C9 institutions account for 30% of Chinese research
citations.
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the Chinese equivalent of Ivy League, is less than 0.4 percent.38 The overall acceptance rates to
Ivy League universities in the United States, thus, appear to be not that dire, with Harvard
University, the hardest one to get in, which admitted 1,962 students of 42,749 applicants, at 4.6
percent in 2018, (Delaney 2019). Chinese higher education has been so competitive that the
oversea study serves not only as a more favorable option in terms of university ranking and
global competitiveness but also in terms of a better choice for children’s well-rounded growth,
which I will discuss more in later sections.

An Exit Strategy: Outsourcing Education
All Chinese parents I interviewed appeared to be overly anxious about their children’s
education. They are worried that even with all the resources they have, they are still going to fail
their children. This sentiment is shared among other middle-class and upper-middle-class
parents in other countries, for example, United States (Cooper 2014; Lareau 2011), the United
Kingdom (Vincent and Ball 2007), Turkey (Rutz and Balkan 2010), and Taiwan (Lan 2018).
However, their anxiety is not just common concerns about reproducing class privileges. Many
reported they are overwhelmed with the educational choices they must make on behalf of their
children.
Having too many choices has become a burden for them, especially when school choice is
rarely only about education. School choices for these parents are related to where the children
will live, socialize, and start their careers. The parents themselves generally grew up in a socialist
system in which there were far fewer choices in education and almost everything else. They
mostly went to school in the 80s when scoring high on gaokao is the only way to get into
colleges. When they are at their children’s age, their family has neither money nor choices. All

The rate is calculated based on the number of the students the C9 institutions take in total, divided by
the number of the students taking gaokao. Admittedly, it is a different data point comparing to the
acceptance rates to Ivy Leagues. However, there is no fair comparison as the two education systems are
drastically different in admissions processes.
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the options did not exist when these parents attended school; therefore, they cannot make
decisions based on personal experience. They are experiencing consumption anxiety while
choosing the most suitable education for their only children.
If school choice is considered a consumption choice, it helps us to understand the
educational strategy of these parents. Upper-middle-class consumers in China are known to opt
out of domestic products and go for more expensive foreign items instead. Such consumption
choices reflect affluent consumers’ way of circumventing what they perceive to be problematic in
the Chinese marketplace. It also suggests that they believe foreign goods are more trustworthy
than domestic ones. The educational choice of outsourcing education follows the same logic. The
majority of the parents express disagreement with the current education system in China or the
educational market in general. Also, they tend to choose the most expensive services available,
with the idea that the more expensive a product is, the better it should be.
Most parents are disappointed in the Chinese education system in three main aspects: 1)
discouragement of critical thinking; 2) excessive focus on studying, and therefore sports or other
extracurricular events are not valued; 3) rote-memorization and repetitive drills for the high
school entrance exam—some consider such pedagogy a mere waste of time.

Discouragement of Critical Thinking
According to some parents, the current school system tends to favor a specific type of student,
and their child does not fit very well. Several parents mentioned that their children “think a lot
(xiang de bijiao duo),” which goes against the ideal student in the Chinese context. Chinese
classrooms tend to favor those who are quiet, obedient to teachers’ guidance, and excel at
schoolwork. Others mentioned that their children are the nonconforming type, e.g., likes to
speak up in the class, and the teachers frequently called the parents to the school. Jiangang, a
Shanghai father of a sixteen-year-old daughter, elaborates the disagreement,

69

First, domestic education is not disparate from when I grew up. It’s still like this even
after several reforms. It’s still brainwashing and focuses on mathematics, physics, and
chemistry (MPC). I don’t think the kid has to learn that much MPC unless she wants to
study sciences or engineering in the future. Secondly, when it comes to humanities, it’s
definitely brainwashing…That’s not good for kid’s cultivation. My daughter is still worth
cultivating. She thinks a bit more than her peers. At least I think American education is
still cultivating ways of thinking. There is not always a one and the single standard
correct answer (biao zhun da’an) to questions. Also, I don’t like the domestic political
environment. For me, I’m getting old and don’t have the energy to change. Although
economically comfortable, I’m not satisfied with my life. However, I do not want my kid
to grow up in this environment. I want her to have a simpler and happier life.

Many other parents share Jiangang’s comments on the lack of training in critical thinking.
Plenty of them also mentioned the benefits of having a broader range of knowledge in
humanities and social sciences and cited that as a motivation for opting out. The school
curriculum is closely linked to the national and regional exams. In Chinese high schools,
Chinese (literature), mathematics, and English (language learning) are the three subjects that
are included in all regional and national exams. Although each region differs slightly, students
usually choose to take exams in physics, chemistry, biology, history, politics, and geography.
However, at school, sciences subjects gain more attention as they are usually considered more
difficult, and therefore “smarter” students are more likely to focus on these subjects. Humanities
subjects, in many schools, focus more on rote memorization and less on analytical skills.
Apart from disappointment in the education system, Jiangang has shown strong
dissatisfaction with other aspects of political and social life. He elaborated on how the “common
sense and history” he got told are “not real” and how the society is not “fair” and “just” in the
past decades. For example, he mentioned the unequal access to social benefits between those
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who have Shanghai hukou as he does and the migrant workers who have been working in the
city for years yet do not have hukou and therefore do not enjoy equal access to health care and
the public school system. Leilei, a Beijing mother of a fourteen-year-old son, expresses a similar
sentiment,

I hope that my daughter will still have the ability to be happy when she’s forty… I had a
chilling moment when I heard the actors said, “let’s tightly unite around the great
helmsman” during the CCTV Spring Festival Gala (Chunwan)39. It was quite striking for
me and reminded me of the past. I don’t want my kid to grow up under such narratives.

Both Jiangang and Leilei touched upon how the current Chinese education system follows the
political narrative of the Chinese Communist Party and does not encourage critical thinking.
They both mentioned that they value that their children can think “independently.” They, along
with many parents, worry that their children will completely take the political narrative of the
Communist Party of China through education. They want to protect their children from it. It is
worth mentioning that not all teachers limit their course content to the standardized textbooks,
and many find ways to teach in a creative and critical way. However, teachers like this, according
to some parents and students, are more likely to be found in elite key-point schools, which is
hard to get into through the centralized exam, to begin with.

Valuing “Well-Roundedness” and Quality Education
Another common sentiment among parents is the Chinese schools focus too much on studying
for exams and restrain their children from participating in other activities. Such narrow focus on

CCTV Spring Festival Gala is recognized by Guinness World Record as the world’s most-watched
television program (Bloomberg 2018). The 2018 edition of the Gala drew more than one billion viewers to
the broadcast (CGTN 2018). It is a tradition for families to watch it together on Chinese New Year’s Eve.
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studying becomes especially notable when the child starts to enter the second semester of eighth
grade, meaning that the high school entrance exam at the end of ninth grade is approaching.
Physical education classes and other “less-important” classes such as arts and music, usually
give way to “more important classes” such as mathematics. It is not uncommon for “important
classes” to take over the class time of those “less important” ones given the proximity of the high
school entrance exam. Tracy, the Shanghai mother who appears at the beginning of this chapter,
confessed that she sometimes “fakes” sick leaves for her daughter to attend sports and cultural
events. Her daughter only got away with this because her grades are decent, and the teacher is
not too strict on her. Vicky, a Guangzhou mum of seventeen-year-old boy, was not that lucky.
Her son is a good tennis player but performs poorly at school, failing his math exams frequently.
She complained that the teacher treated her son harshly. After sending her son to a
Northeastern private school in the United States, her son got to represent the school in a tennis
competition. Therefore, she is quite content with her decision.
In other words, these parents value “well-roundedness,” just like most American elite
private schools. Rubén A. Gaztambide-Fernández (2009) describe an ideal Westonian, a student
at the Weston school (a pseudo-named elite boarding school in the United States), as “keeping
the ‘perfect balance’ of sports, academics, the arts, and extracurricular activities while
maintaining a solid academic record and a steady group of friends” (215). In addition, these
parents’ preferences are very similar to the upper-income parents in the United States, who
often chose private schools after deciding that their children required a more individualized
education for their needs and strengths (Pugh 2009). The irony here is that it is likely that the
Chinese educational policies introduced the idea of “well-roundedness” to parents’ minds. In
1999, “Quality Education” (suzhi jiaoyu 素质教育) was adopted as an official narrative of
educational reform, which encourages schools to commit to the “all-around development of
moral, intellectual, physical, aesthetics and labor education” (de zhi ti mei lao quanmian fazhan
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德智体美劳全面发展) (Ministry of the Education of PRC 1999). Apparently, in order to fulfill
that commitment, parents need to go beyond the Chinese education system.

Opposition to Test-Oriented Education
A third recurrent reason for opting out is parents’ opposition to the test-oriented way of Chinese
education. Most of them have experienced similar pedagogical methods during their school
years and found it futile. They do not want their children to “waste” time on practicing drills and
rote memorization. Ying, a former primary school English teacher and a mother of a seventeenyear-old boy, states,

(Other) Chinese parents always say, “just hang in there for another year. Life will become
easier when you graduate from high school.” They are wrong. Learning is not like that. The
purpose of learning is not to vent after exams, and to tear apart all the books after gaokao.
These parents think their children should enter college and then start to date and play (and
stop studying). I don’t want my kid to study in such an environment. College is just a starting
point, not the end. Seriously, some of my good friends, all they do is to drive kids around for
different tutoring classes over the weekend. They are constantly asking around for tutoring
information. What kind of knowledge do these kids learn? They are only good at doing drills!

Ying went on and compared her son, who is already attending an American private high schools,
to her friends’ children who are still attending Chinese high schools. She observed that children
like her son are more social and mature and know how to talk to adults in social events, while
“the Chinese kids” only knows how to play with smartphones in those situations, are very
“immature.” She attributed such differences to the different education systems. Choosing to
outsource high school education to the United States means that these students do not need to
participate in the educational practices of doing drills repetitively and spending a year studying
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zhongkao. They then can save time to develop other skills, such as social, artistic, and athletic
skills.

Exiting the Chinese Education system
Instead of voicing their dissatisfaction with the teachers or higher authorities in a system with
few opportunities to “voice” discontent, they choose to quietly “exit” the system and outsource
the education to the American private high schools. As Hirschman (1970) pointed out, the voice
option is often costly and conditioned on the influence and bargaining power of the consumers
and members of the organization. In this case, the parents find bargaining with the Chinese
state for an overhaul of the education system is hardly possible and therefore choose the easier
route, American private secondary education. The reasons for opting out of the Chinese
education system thus consist of three layers: the macro-level of disagreement with the political
narrative of the Communist Party of China, the meso-level desire of “well-rounded” education,
and the micro-level specific criticism of the test-oriented pedagogy at school. These three layers
are deeply intertwined. For example, on the micro- and meso-level, the test-oriented pedagogy
is by nature against a possible well-rounded education, as it requires students to prioritize their
energy on the exams, at the cost of giving up other activities. On the macro- and micro-level, a
dominant political ideology that cannot be easily challenged tends to reproduce pedagogies that
favor rote learning.
There is still a broad spectrum in terms of the degree of dissatisfaction with the
education system or Chinese society at large, though every family who chooses to outsource high
school education to the United States exits the Chinese system. On the extreme end, the
disagreement runs further than the education system and is a manifestation of a broader
dissatisfaction on the political environment of Chinese society, as Jiangang and Leilei described.
On the other end, some parents help their children to exit the system for a better chance to get
into American elite universities, and such an educational strategy is a pragmatic and carefully
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measured choice rather than an ideological one. For example, Dr. Zhang, a social science
professor at a prestigious university, chose the elite American elite boarding school his son got
into over an elite Shanghai public high school and mentioned that,

The school that my son ends up at is better than the [the name of the Shanghai elite keypoint high school]. If it is a less prestigious American boarding school, then it may hold
no advantage over the Shanghai school. The reality is that the current school [my son is
attending] is better [than the Shanghai school]. It is a typical American private school
and differs significantly from our public-school system. It has a stronger focus on music
and sports. We are quite satisfied with it.

Dr. Zhang’s son would have attended the elite key-point high school affiliated to the prestigious
university he teaches at if his son had not left for the elite boarding school in the United States.
That high school is known for having a wide range of choices in extracurricular activities. It even
offers some elective courses that can be considered as advanced humanities and social sciences.
A steady portion of students from this high school gain entrance to reputable American
universities each year. School comparisons such as the one Dr. Zhang makes are more common
among families with academically high-achieving students, as those students likely can get into
both the elite key-point high school in China through exams and elite private boarding schools
in the United States. For them, the choice becomes very concrete: whether they prefer the
Chinese or the American curriculum, whether they want to hang out with the Chinese or elite
American students, whether they prefer some “more advanced” mathematic training40 or more
choices in humanities and social sciences, whether they want to develop interests other than the
academic ones.

Many parents and students talk about how mathematic training is better in elite key-point schools in
China. The description of a “more advanced” mathematic training here reflects their perceptions.
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No matter how each family differs on the composition of the three layers of reasons to
opt out, they all reach the same conclusion: outsourcing high school education to the United
States is the “best” educational commodity they can provide for their children.

Oversea Experiences, Lifestyle, and Class Culture
The exit strategy does not occur in a vacuum. It indicates an emerging upper-middle-class
culture through global educational consumption. These upper-middle-class parents are
overwhelmingly the first generation in their family to acquire significant wealth. Most have
experienced dramatic upward mobility as beneficiaries of the Economic Reform in 1978,
including securing a high-salaried job, making money as entrepreneurs or from the stock
market, and acquiring property way before the housing prices surge. Due to the sufficient
economic resources these upper-middle-class parents possess, they are able to assist their
children by converting their economic capital into the cultural and symbolic capital of their
children—an American private high school education, the lifestyle, and ways of thinking learned
through those institutions. Such luxury is exclusive for upper-middle-class families. Most of
these parents perceived the American private secondary education as “the best in the world,”
although degrees of knowledge of what that means varies greatly.
Some parents have been strategically planning the educational path to American private
secondary education. They tend to hire native English speakers to converse with their children
from early on, arrange sports and arts activities with the understanding that those activities are
not necessarily valued by the Chinese education system yet highly emphasized by the American
private secondary schools. Each of these steps requires time invested in choosing the service and
monetary investment to cover the hefty fees. This group of parents tends to speak English
fluently, studied or worked overseas or work in a multinational corporation. That is, apart from
the economic advantage, they also possess cultural capital that can be transmitted to their
children via the transnational educational process. Other parents mainly learned about
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American private secondary education from commercial educational consultants. The latter
actively associate it to “elites” or “aristocracy” and paint a rosy picture of “climbing Ivy,” a term
referring to getting into Ivy League Colleges, which I discuss in detail in Chapter 2.
Many of them harbored ideas of sending their children abroad for education even before
the child is born and provided opportunities to let their children do some trial-runs, for
example, summer camps in the United States or family trip to an English-speaking country,
before the ultimate departure. Such practices are common among their friends’ circle. As Hailey,
a Shanghai mom of a sixteen-year-old son, mentioned, “I always know that my son will study
abroad. The country of destination is also obvious. It’s definitely going to be America. I’ve never
researched the UK or Australia. Those options are not under my consideration.” She is the HR
global director of a multinational firm and is currently based in Shanghai. She speaks both
French and English and travels around the world for business frequently. Many of her friends
have already sent children to the United States for school. Her son attended a summer school at
UCLA at seventh grade, and another summer school at Yale University the following summer.
He enjoyed both experiences in the United States, to the extent that he had trouble going back to
the school he was enrolled in. Her son made the final call of leaving as he can no longer stand
the competitive learning environment of one of the top elite junior high schools in Shanghai.
Though good at schoolwork, he enjoys dedicating time to sports and other cultural activities,
which his schoolteachers discourage.
Similarly, Qiang, a Beijing father of a fourteen-year-old girl, has exposed his daughter to
the American education system quite early on. When his daughter was in third grade, his top
tech firm sent him to the United States for half a year, and he decided to bring his family with
him. Greatly influenced by that educational experience, his daughter keeps suggesting going
“back” to the United States for school. Qiang mentioned that it is quite prevalent among his
friends’ circle to bring families along while on expatriated work or visiting scholarship. In
several other cases, the children attend a school where plenty of their classmates have studied
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abroad early or go to American summer camps and spoke highly of those experiences. Then the
children initiated the idea of going to the United States for private high schools, and the parents
play along. As Prof. Zhang, the father of a seventeen-year-old boy put it,
Prof. Zhang: (such a decision) depends on my wife’s friends’ circle.
Siqi: Sometimes, it depends on your child’s friends’ circle?
Prof. Zhang: The child’s and parents’ friends’ circles overlap. They have this kind of
lifestyle.
These cases suggest that urban upper-middle-class parents, whether having direct oversea work
or study experience or not, tend to consider sending children to study abroad early. Though
none of them mentioned that the friends’ circle is the primary driver of such educational
strategy, the class cultural context these families embedded in instills this exit strategy in their
minds early on.
Besides, a “global” and “international” narrative repeatedly show up in parents’ account
of the decision to send children away. Lanyu, a mother of a seventeen-year-old boy and owner of
a small enterprise in Shanghai, phrases this in a geopolitical context,

Shanghai is an international metropolis. As our country gets stronger, China cannot be
separated from the world. The competition of my son’s generation surely will be a
competition among international talents.

Lanyu’s concern around her son’s global competitiveness resonates with her upper-class
counterparts in the United States. Cooper (2014) described that upper-class American parents
worry that their children cannot “make it in the globalized economy” (112) and have a general
concern about the rise of China and India in the global economy. Many parents even go so far as
to push their children to learn Mandarin and bring their children with them on business trips to
Asia. A 2007 Wall Street Journal article details how many American CEOs were encouraging
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their children to “master Mandarin” and gain a long-term competitive edge in the rising market
in China (Gamerman 2007). Although parents in both countries recognize the importance of
learning the other country’s culture and language, the size of children of CEO that are learning
Mandarin and upper-class children who visited China with parents are by no means on par with
that of Chinese students who are learning English. Virtually every student in the country is
learning English if they go to school—and those who visited the United States for summer
schools and family vacation.
A global narrative also goes beyond the concerns around the world economy. Xia, a
mother of a thirteen-year-old girl, describes her global narrative as such: she hopes her daughter
can travel the world while studying in the United States, as it is closer to European and Latin
American countries. Her description of it was rather romanticized, as she mentioned that she
wants her daughter to be like San Mao, a Taiwanese writer known to many Chinese as a brave
female adventurous traveler across Europe and Africa. Sending her daughter to study in the
United States at an early age seems to be an important first step to fulfill that global imaginary
for Xia. Many other parents mention that they want their children to become “global citizens”
and acquire an “international vision.” They appreciate that their children can have such
“opportunities” and “experiences” that they cannot enjoy when they were younger. They
consider that their children are fulfilling their unrealized dreams. They also think even in the
worst-case scenario, their children can “at least speak English well” after spending years in
American high schools, which is considered a massive advantage in the global job market.
Contrary to my earlier hypothesis, few of them consider such educational consumption
as a part of a family migration strategy for themselves. Almost all of them do not intend to
migrate to the United States but will be supportive of their children’s decision to stay or return.
Their accounts in this section show that these upper-middle-class Chinese parents have a shared
understanding of the importance of early oversea education, and actively seek to convert their
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economic advantages to their children’s future advantages in a global economy. Such
educational consumption also becomes part of the urban upper-middle-class culture.

A Love for Separation: Maintaining Ties
Separation becomes tangible for both parents and children after students get accepted to
an American private high school. In 2016, A Chinese TV show titled A Love for Separation
became popular in the mass media. The TV drama discussed the stories of three families of
different family backgrounds, whom all decided to send children to study abroad at high school.
The title reflects a lot of parents’ thoughts: to separate from their beloved children is their way of
showing love. Following the same logic, children suffering through loneliness and other troubles
in an American boarding school are part of the inevitable growing pains and may even help
them to become a stronger person.
Most parents’ major concerns of sending children to American private high schools is the
safety of their children. I have been asked many times by my interviewees, whether a certain city
or neighborhood is safe. Chinese parents’ top concern is gun control in the United States. Those
who are more familiar with American society have concern about teenager drug use. Many
parents, speaking of sending their children away on their own, tend to get emotional. They
question themselves frequently, whether it is worth the emotional toil. For example, Fanghua,
mother of a girl from Hangzhou, the capital city of Zhejiang province in China, confessed that
she was so focused on sending her children to American high schools and embedded in the
application process that she did not think of how young her daughter was to travel alone
internationally. The very first time her daughter went to her Connecticut boarding school, she
went alone on a thirty-hour flight that involves a connection. Fanghua told me she did not worry
until her daughter safely arrived at the dorm. She started to think about the million things that
could have happened to her and started to question whether she was too reckless to support her
daughter’s desire to study in the United States. She told me if she has thought everything
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through, she probably will not send her daughter abroad. She still regretted that she might have
missed a critical life stage when her daughter started to form values on the world and life. Other
parents mentioned that their children were little emperors and princesses at home, wellsheltered, and did not know whether the hardship will be worth it.
Apart from looping in the thoughts of whether such educational strategy is worthy,
parents start to build up communities after children attend schools, which further consolidates
their class culture. Parents, especially mothers, are concerned about their children’s lives in the
United States, and they are not always in direct communication with their children due to time
differences and their children’s busy schedules. Most parents I talked to belong to at least one
WeChat41 group, where parents discuss concerns about their children’s lives in the United
States. Some of these WeChat groups are very exclusive; for example, “Andover parents only.”
Parents also organize offline events and become familiar with one another and build up new
networks. They called themselves “empty nesters” and hang out together once their children
have left for school and leave them to provide emotional support for one another. Since the
children are still in their teens, most parents require their children to go back home every long
holiday. In that case, they will spend at least a quarter of the year home with parents.
Another modern way of communicating with their children is to read credit card
transactions. Fanghua told me, “I monitor her purchase, not to control her, but to figure out
what she was doing.” She described her thoughts about her daughter’s day:

At 7 am, my daughter bought a bagel. I am glad that she did not forget lunch. At 12:30
pm, she sat down at a restaurant to eat meals. I am more than happy to pay for the bill,
as long as it keeps our communication line open.

41

A messaging app that is extremely popular in China, similar to Whatsapp.
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Communicating through credit card purchases, thus, becomes a new way of information and
communication technology (ICT). Researchers have documented how ICT contributes to
constructing a “connected presence”(Wilding 2006) or “co-presence” for transitional families
(Nedelcu and Wyss 2016). In Fanghua’s case, she works hard to maintain the ties with her
daughter, not only did she track her daughter’s daily activities through credit card transaction
notice, but she also made herself available all the time. “I always stay alert and prepare to pick
up my daughter’s call at any time of the day. Even if it’s 3 am in the morning, I will adjust my
state and not show any slightest annoyance when talking to her.” Although her work is hectic as
a Chief Financial Officer of a local venture capital firm, her daughter, thousands of miles away,
remains her top priority. Fanghua remains involved in her daughter’s life. Most parents,
although less so compared to her, manage to connect to their children with the help of ICT:
some establish a routine that their child is required to text them “morning” and “good night
“every single day; some video chat with their child for a quick five minute every day, others talk
to their child once a week for extended hours to check their academic and emotional state. Many
students I later talked to report that they even feel closer to their parents, as they do not talk to
their parents for hours while staying at home. Those students learn to appreciate their parents’
care and love more when they are geographically apart.

Risks, Uncertainties, and Success Frames
Sending children away to American schools are just the beginning of the journey for these
parents; the more challenging part for these parents is the dilemma between a goal-oriented or
process-oriented mindset when it comes to their expectation to the educational outcome.
Almost all of the parents say that a “well-rounded” liberal arts education is what they
seek, and they mostly want their children to have a “happy” and “carefree” learning experience.
However, most of the parents are strongly influenced by a single success frame similar to that of
East Asian immigrants (Lee and Zhou 2016). Their success frame is deeply rooted in the East
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Asian test-oriented education system. They have been embedded so long in the logic that “if you
do not go to a good junior high, you won’t be able to go to a good high school, and then you
won’t be able to go to a great college, your life is basically ruined,” as articulated by multiple
generations of parents. The parents themselves went through that school system, so it is still
difficult for them to get rid of the obsession of ranking and the symbolic value of an Ivy League
degree. As their children spend one or two years in American private schools, parents start to
understand that schooling is not easy in the United States as well and become more realistic
about their expectations. Prof. Wang, a Shanghai college professor, and mother of a seventeenyear-old daughter said,

I will be lying if I tell you that I do not care about ranking (of the college my child ends
up getting into). But I learned not to mention it at all to my daughter. I will tell her, no
pressure, just do your best, and we will be happy for you no matter what college you end
up getting into. I secretly still hope she can get into a top 30 school. I spent so much
money on this education. Of course, I would like to see some results.

Several parents confessed that they still care about the prestigious level of colleges that their
child can eventually attend. They try to convince themselves that they should accept their child’s
choice and be happy even if their child did not attend an Ivy League College. Unlike the popular
perception of the “tiger mom” image or the cultural argument on Chinese parents (Chau 2011),
they are also trying to overcome the single success frame deeply rooted in their minds. As Ying
articulated, “I want to provide my son the ability to choose, instead of choosing it for him.”
When children are given the freedom to choose what they want to do, parents are inevitably
forced into more areas that they have little to none knowledge, and therefore more perceived
risks and uncertainty.
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Xiaoyun, a Beijing Mother of a seventeen-year-old daughter, also struggled with
embracing uncertainty. She was initially very supportive of her daughter exploring all
possibilities while attending an American high school in Florida. Like most other parents, she
feels gratified that her daughter got to participate in all sorts of art, cultural, and sports
activities, including learning opera and theatre. The struggle came when her daughter started to
get serious about opera singing and decided to pursue a career as an opera singer. Although
being caught off guard by such a decision, she managed to talk herself into accepting this and
started to adjust her educational strategy and pay for her daughter’s extra private vocal classes.
Such stories occurred frequently and are the “cost” of embracing uncertainty and giving the
child the freedom to choose for themselves. Most of the parents are still anxious about it when
an unexpected situation happens, but they mostly manage to accept it after self-persuasion.
The struggle over goal-oriented and process-oriented expectations for education is a
cognitive dissonance these parents experienced frequently. Such struggles epitomize the
parents’ transition from a test-oriented Chinese system to an American liberal arts education.
They can cope with it partly because of the more liberal mindset they have as well as their level
of financial security. Unlike traditional Asian immigrant parents, they do not expect their
children to support the family after college, and mostly can “catch” their children if their current
trajectory does not work out. With more economic resources, they are more capable of allowing
their children to take risks. However, outsourced education is not only a “gated” consumption,
but also an investment in their children’s future, or as Allison Pugh (2009) calls it, “pathway
consumption,” which involves “spending on the opportunities that shape children’s trajectories”
and “a combination of aspiration and uncertainty we might identify as hope” (178). A majority of
them still want their children to get into a top-ranked American university and find a decent job
after college.
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Discussion
The phenomenon of outsourcing education to American high schools is comparatively new and
is a class-specific educational practice due to the high amount of financial costs required. Urban
upper-middle-class parents are anxious throughout the process, before and after sending
children abroad, as they are not familiar with the process. It also resonates with the neoliberal
turn in the Chinese educational market. Education becomes more and more like a commodity,
especially when there are a lot of choices available. Parents now see themselves as obligated to
be “good” or “responsible” consumers – on behalf of their children, a role that their previous life
experiences have not generally prepared them for. Parents have an illusion that there is a perfect
option available and are naturally anxious that they are not getting it. The group I interviewed
all have decided to send their children to American high schools and internalize their choices as
the “best option available.”
The educational strategy of outsourcing follows a similar logic to gated consumption, to
opt out of domestic products, and choose a more expensive foreign product. While the world is
consuming Chinese goods, the affluent Chinese are eyeing the foreign markets. The reasons for
opting out point to dissatisfaction with the current educational options available in China and
some parents’ disagreement stretches beyond the field of education. Peer influence is also
crucial for these parents while making decisions. Gaining a global and international perspective
through this educational consumption is another defining factor. Thus, the educational strategy
of opting out could be considered a lifestyle or educational practice for urban upper-middleclass Chinese families. It is a class-making or class maintenance process. Potentially it is also a
class reproduction process as many educational choices lead to. Nonetheless, since the risks and
uncertainty associated with this educational strategy are high, not many parents expect an
explicit monetary return, for example, children making more money than they do on such an
educational investment.
Though making these decisions individually, and for some apolitically, it is essentially
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also a silent collective choice. A report by Hurun (2016) presents that more than 50 percent of
high-net-worth Chinese (individuals with at least RMB 10 million—roughly $1.6 million in
investable assets) expect to send their children abroad for education before college. Although the
high-net-worth-Chinese are only a tiny portion of the entire population, their influence on
public opinions could be tremendous. Further research is needed to understand what it entails
for state-society relationships and whether it eventually quietly challenges the legitimacy of the
state.
The cognitive dissonance these parents show during the transition from a Chinese
educational system to an American private one also manifests the flexibility and adaptability of
this privileged class. Though still anxious and sometimes obsessed with quantifiable results such
as ranking or scores of standardized tests, they feel economically secure, not necessarily
politically secure, and have exhibited a more tolerant reaction to their children’s non-traditional
choices. Such attitudes separate them from the conventional image of Asian and Asian American
parents being “tiger” parents, who focus excessively on academic achievement and generally
expect children to get stable jobs. In this sense, an outsourced education is an educational
consumption in exchange for global experiences, tastes, lifestyles, a “well-rounded”
development, and some uncertainties of the children’s life trajectories.
Such choice is worth noticing as it happens at the same time when American education
reformers have expressed dissatisfaction with their own education system and pointing with
admiration to the Chinese and other East Asian education systems (Boylan 2016, Tucker 2016).
When American educators call for more STEM education and even more standardized testing,
this group of Chinese parents suggests otherwise. They are discontented with the Chinese
education system and regard the American system, especially those private schools’ emphasis on
well-roundedness, critical thinking, and creativity, as better. Their perceptions of the two
education systems provide valuable insights for researchers of education systems and
policymakers to explore the ideal form of education further.
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Researchers may also turn their attention to a deeper understanding of the increased
globalization and internationalization of education. Education is increasingly becoming a
commodity throughout the world. With the convenience of the Internet and the availability of
the commercial educational consulting and tutoring industry, those with economic resources, in
this particular case, the urban Chinese upper-middle-class parents, are more likely to look at the
global educational field when they are choosing a suitable education for their children, and more
importantly, the pathway for transmitting advantages. Understanding the mechanism of such
pathways in a global context is an important topic for future research. Also, it is still unclear how
transnational their advantage is. In the next chapter I will discuss how these “parachute
students” try hard to fit into American private high schools even though institutional culture and
knowledge might not be so easily transnational.
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Chapter 4 Fitting In

Students of different ethno-racial backgrounds with bright, shiny smiles. Georgian buildings
overlooking a serene lake or on top of a slope. Most American private high schools display
photos like these on their website, with students participating in sports teams, playing musical
instruments, rehearsing for a play, conducting lab experiments, and gathering around a round
table for collaborative learning. These schools boast that the school community includes
students from X number of states and international students from Y number of countries to
show that they are champions in providing a diverse experience for everyone. The imagination
of Chinese “parachute students” of American private high school life, thus, is of a rich campus
life with friends from all over the world. Yet the reality is always more complicated.
Every teenager is likely to struggle with fitting in when they first entered high schools or
are transferred to a new environment. But while going to a school in an unfamiliar city or
neighborhood is hard enough for any teenager, Chinese “parachute students” experience it more
intensely by attending a school thousands of miles away from home in a foreign country without
families nearby. According to the parents’ expectations, getting an American private high school
education and its subsequent pathway to a reputable American college is the main goal of this
transnational educational choice. For teenagers who live through it, their adjustments to the
various types of American private high schools are highly related to how well they are accepted
by what James Coleman (1971) decades ago referred to as an adolescent society. Adolescent
society refers to the rules, rituals, and customs that arise organically when a large number of
youths gathered together within high schools almost daily over several years (Crosnoe 2011).
The tricky part for Chinese “parachute students” is that the adolescent society, a rather
particular setting, becomes the “mainstream” American society that they are in close contact
with. Especially for those who attend boarding schools, the adolescent society is almost their
only contact to the American society. For those who attend day schools, they experience both the
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adolescent society and one or several host families. The one or several American families then
become their major window of incorporation into American society.
This chapter examines how these students negotiate and construct their social, cultural,
and ethno-racial identity in American private high schools, and their various strategies and
trajectories of attempts to integrate into what they see as “mainstream” American society.
Through accounts of their lived experiences, I reveal how they constantly draw boundaries
between international and domestic students, Chinese and non-Chinese, Asian and others,
ethno-racial minorities and white Americans, while attributing these various boundary-making
attempts between groups to “cultural” differences. This group of students is economically
privileged yet lacks the cultural and symbolic capital to move at ease42 through daily interactions
with classmates and teachers at schools. At the same time, they need to deal with the “model
minority” myth associated with east Asian ethnical groups, as well as the increasing geopolitical
tensions between China and the United States. These students encountered the unfamiliar
experience of being subjects of marginalization in the United States coming from a society that
they are the privileged and the mainstream. Capturing these students ‘experiences at an early
stage will shed light on understanding the future generation of the transnational elite. This
chapter further problematizes the transferability of privilege in a transnational context and
invites scholars to discuss the reality of flexible citizenship.
Some of these students graduated from junior high school (9th grade) in China yet chose
to repeat 9th grade to start high school fresh with their American classmates; some directly
entered 10th grade in the American school as transfer students.43 No matter when they entered

See Khan (2012) for a discussion on how teenagers learn to be at ease at St. Paul, an elite boarding high
school, and consequently, carry this embodied “ease of privilege” as a characteristic of the new elite.
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The complication arises because the Chinese junior high schools end in 9th grade, and high schools start
from 10th grade to 12th grade, whereas the American high schools start from 9th grade to 12th grade. There
are many more variations within when Chinese students leave Chinese schools and entered American high
schools. Some students finish 8th grade in China (without graduating from junior high school) and directly
entered 9th grade in the U.S. Some other students spent a year in Chinese high school (10th grade) and redo 10th grade in the U.S., or directly entered 11th grade. The latter is less common now as most parents and
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the American high schools, they all have to deal with cultural and social adjustment. Not
surprisingly, individual experiences vary greatly. What is unique for all Chinese “parachute
students” is, they tend to resort to their Chinese-ness (or lack of it) or foreignness to make sense
of their experiences.
Audrey, now graduated from a top university in New York City, describes her whole high
school experience in one sentence, “I just kept asking around shamelessly.” She, as well as many
others, mentioned the lunch table situation during high schools. She describes that there were
the “international student” table, the “Asian” table, the “sports club” table, and more. What she
did in high school was to go to each table and sit with a different table and always asked people
when she “did not understand the jokes” and gradually understood all the jokes and therefore
got accepted eventually. Lydia, a Shanghai-native girl who graduated from an American
boarding high school and a selective women’s college, also mentioned the lunch table situation.
She referred to the popular movie Mean Girls and expressed with great passion that “the movie
is the story of my life,44 in retrospect.” In the movie, it depicted several cliques in the lunch table
scenes: jocks, nerds, art freaks, and the Plastics that represent the popular girls. Lydia said she
realized that during high schools she was hanging out with the “art freaks,” who were actually
marginalized students who felt that they too were excluded from the school mainstream. Which
table the students belong to is a vivid metaphor for the Chinese “parachute students.” The
divisions of tables seem to contain two major distinctions: intrinsic labels such as ethnicity,
nationality; and extrinsic interests such as engagement in arts, sports, and academic activities.
Fitting in, finding the “right” table, switching between different tables, or sticking with one

students believe starting from 11th grade does now allow enough time for adjustment and therefore put
them at a disadvantage when applying for American colleges and universities.
All italicized words in the quotes signify that the interviewees said them in English during the interview.
Otherwise, most of the quotes are translated by me from Chinese.
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particular table—and the pains and gains in between, from the perspectives of Chinese
“parachute students,” are the theme of this chapter.

The Search for Popularity: “Why Don’t People Here Like Me?”
Upon arrival at the American private high schools, students all put great effort into integrating
and adapting to the new environment. Yet, many students mentioned that they are disappointed
when arriving at American high schools. Multiple students mentioned that they have the vision
of making a lot of American friends, participating in sports and arts events, and have a richer
and more splendid school experience comparing to China. Many mentioned that they had an
idealized or demonized conceptualization of American high school from television shows such as
High School Musical and Gossip Girls. Yet several of them feel discouraged at first. As Aria, a
senior-year girl from Beijing attending boarding school in the state of Illinois stated,

I really wanted to go home during the first year. I didn’t want to be there at all. I was very
unhappy and could not get accustomed to [the environment] at all. The discrepancy was
so big. When I first went to America, I thought I certainly will meet a blonde blue-eyed
girl as my friend and I certainly will adjust quickly. Foreigners [referring to Americans]
must would have loved me. I was a quite popular girl back home. But the reality is, who
would talk to a sallow and emaciated girl with bangs and too shy to speak? It’s
impossible. But these things…you would not understand until you actually went through
it. It was quite obvious in my school. Even if the American white people are friendly and
hang out with Chinese, there is still a cultural gap. They cannot truly treat you as close
friends. Yet, in the beginning, most people don’t understand this. Why I already try to be
an American, but they still treat me like I’m Chinese. Later on, I start to think: I’m
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Chinese. I’m proud of it. While in the ninth grade, I thought, why do I have this Chinese
identity? I hate it. Why cannot I be more Americanized? … Especially that I came from a
relatively good high school in the Chinese public-school system, it is common for us to
make this mistake—be quite aloof and think everyone should like me. Everyone should
come and play with me. Why don’t people here like me?”

She went on and explained that in Chinese schools, students with good grades are naturally
popular, and while in American schools, being good at schoolwork runs the risk of getting called
“nerdy.” But later she revealed that the root cause of her unhappiness and isolation is because
she got excluded by the Chinese students in her school as well. She attributed it to her
educational background in Chinese public school, being too “ambitious,” and have no dating
experience at all. Other Chinese students in her school have either attended an international
school or have been in the American high school for at least a year. Aria was different as she
continued to behave as if she was still in a Chinese public school. She described it as,

Every day, by wasting one minute, I feel like I am wasting money. How can you sleep till
8 am? It does not make sense. How can you play after school? You should work on your
homework, otherwise, you cannot finish your homework. It is completely wrong [in
retrospect]. But I am unaware of it at that time.

She took seven classes and studied hard, staying in her dorm rooms all the time, and got labeled
by her Chinese peers as “antisocial.” Her German roommate at the time, who was an exchange
student, sneered at her, “you are always studying. So nerdy, I don’t want to be friends with you.”
She also has no idea how to deal with a Chinese boy who courted her and decided to just ignore
him, which made the Chinese students’ social circle further excluded her. It took her a whole
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year to make adjustments. She eventually made friends when a new cohort of students entered
the school, and she also managed to excel both academically and socially.
In Aria’s case, the differences stem from the institutional differences in American private
schools and Chinese public ones. The social norms of being popular are very different in these
two settings. The Chinese public schools put great emphasis on grades and thus those who
perform well academically are considered “good students” and almost naturally become popular
among students and teachers. Therefore, for Chinese public-school students, the goal is
relatively simple, perform well academically, and achieve high scores in the high school entrance
exam. Yet, in American schools, like Lydia, would argue, “it is a popularity game.” Lydia also
highlighted that during her school years, “nerdy is not the new sexy. So, if you are only good at
school, you are a pathetic nerd.” Aria’s friend even asked a senior American student to ask Aria
as a date to prom “in front of the whole school” as a strategy to make her more popular.
In American high schools, the social norms of being popular are much more complicated
than getting good grades. Coleman (1971) highlights that in all nine Midwest public high schools
that he studied, students cared more for “good looks “and “being an athlete” than they did for
“good grades” and “being smart.” Especially for girls, the pressure of having “good looks” seem
to be extremely important. Though the research is dated, such social norms of popularity still
prevail (Adler and Adler 1998; Crosnoe 2011; Pascoe 2011). Aria learned it the hard way, as are
many other Chinese students. Most of the Chinese girls I interviewed learned to put on makeup
after attending American high schools. One girl even paid for makeup classes in China in the
first summer after she started school in the United States. In many competitive American high
schools, having “good looks” alone probably is no longer enough for gaining popularity.
However, how one carries oneself when performing well academically is important. As Khan
(2012) shows in his ethnographic study of St. Paul, an American elite boarding school, students
only approve of those who seem to be “at ease.” Aria’s approach of appearing to be dedicated to
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her study all the time apparently does not convey that she was “at ease.” One needs to appear to
be effortlessly high achieving to be considered cool.
What is worth noticing here is initially Aria felt rejected by her Chinese peers, who
already learned the rules and norms of the American high schools. She was excluded by her
Chinese peers because she did not fit into the social norms of that American private high school.
It can even be read as her Chinese peers looked down upon her for being too “Chinese.” They
have internalized the social norms of the new school environment, and then policed and
disciplined her for being “antisocial” and “nerdy.” Another significant point from her account is
that she attributed all these initial “failures” in gaining popularity to her Chinese identity. Her
self-criticism around her Chinese-ness, “why do I have this Chinese identity? I hate it. Why
cannot I be more Americanized?” appear in other Chinese “parachute students” narratives as
well. It may be common for teenagers to struggle for gaining acceptance by peer groups, yet not
every teenager would have attributed their rejection and frustration to their nationality.
Wanrong, a senior year Shanghainese girl attending one of the most well-known elite
prep schools in the Northeastern region, shared Aria’s sentiment of “trying too hard” and
admitted that she went through a major identity crisis. She kept saying that she was playing a
“road game” and always felt she was a “stranger” at school, and therefore was not happy. She
envied those who are from “a majority family,” defined by her as “an American middle-class
child that parents also graduated from an Ivy college, and three generations of legacies are at
[the elite prep school she attended].”45 She thought those children would be much happier than
her. And she described her identity crisis as a Chinese,

Notice “the majority” here is the specific “mainstream” of the elite boarding she attended. Families with
three generations of legacy in that particular boarding school, plus parents both with Ivy League degrees,
are very unlikely to be “middle-class.” She likely treated the “average” family wealth of that school as
“middle class.” The annual tuition and fee of the school she attended are more than $60,000.
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At that time, I struggled that they [her white friends] cannot pronounce my Chinese
name, and then I started to have an identity crisis. Who am I? Where am I? Why did I do
this to myself? I was very cruel to myself. Actually, I think they, those American local
students, most of them are quite open to foreign cultures. I think I should have just had
more confidence in myself and don’t give a shit about anyone. I would have lived much
happier. But at that time, I cared too much about others’ gazes and really wanted to
integrate into that environment. Try too hard.

Wanrong’s frustration around identity, though it appears to be more existential, still centers on
the feeling of marginalization. Her lamentation on always playing a “road game” and not from “a
majority family” stems from a comparison to her sense of belonging and domination in a
Shanghainese elite junior high schools. She was the center of attention, a star student, and got
invited to all important school events. Wanrong and Aria, who are high-achievers and previously
popular in their Chinese junior high schools, feel marginalized and not welcomed initially in the
American high schools they attend. They both attributed the loss of their popularity to their
foreignness and Chinese-ness. Such a sense of loss of social status in the American school setting
did not affect their academic performance. They both ended up in reputable American colleges—
Aria went on to the University of California, Berkeley, and Wanrong to New York University.
Their perceived social marginalization did not lead to worse academic performance,
showing a different pattern from previous research on other self-perceived marginalized
students.46 Their perceived loss of social status in the American high school came from
comparison to their previous position in a Chinese school. This pattern reveals the loss of “ease
of privilege” in this transnational educational move: coming from an adolescent society where

Crosnoe’s (2011) research shows that those who perceived themselves to be socially marginalized are
less likely to value courses and grades and subsequently have lower odds of college going. Although
studying all teenagers who perceive themselves to be socially marginalized, he pays special attention to
teenagers who are overweight and teenagers who are lesbian or gay (p11).
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students like Aria and Wanrong not only were the “mainstream” but also the star, to an
adolescent society that their Chinese-ness alone is “strange” and “other,” and where their efforts
on academic achievements are under-appreciated. Their upper-middle-class upbringing and
good grades are not instantly transferrable advantages in the American high school setting. They
could not convert their cultural capital from their previous habitus into either social or cultural
capital in their current habitus. Both of them, along with many other academically highachieving Chinese “parachute students,” eventually come into terms with this loss of advantages
and learn the rules and social norms of the American private high schools. Yet that feeling of
losing grounds sticks with them and continues to play a role in their identity formation.

Sports Club as Means of Integration: “Americanize Myself”
Aria eventually made several American friends through playing piano for the choir and joining
track clubs. She appreciated how others genuinely cheered for her in races and the opportunity
to continue the piano practice, which she has long abandoned in China. In fact, joining a sports
club was believed by many Chinese students and educational consultants as the optimal way of
integrating into American high schools and making local friends. Yet not everyone succeeded.
Dylan, a junior-year boy attending a day school with dorm buildings exclusively for international
students in the heart of Seattle, explained that “every Chinese student thought they will make a
lot of American friends and shamelessly try to blend into their social circles. But after a year,
most failed.” He had trained strenuously in order to join the soccer varsity team. After a full
week of try-out, he was selected by the coach. Dylan expressed his excitement and said,

I finally joined the team and became the first Chinese student to join the soccer varsity
team and the first international student in seven years to join that team… After spending
such a long time in the U.S., varsity, the title makes you feel like your blood is boiling.
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But I only remained excited over that weekend. When I started training on Monday, I
figured that I am the only international student, or more accurately, the only non-white
on the team.

The excitement of joining the team soon turned into frustration. He felt unwelcome and
excluded by the team, though maybe not intentionally. He concluded sadly, “after all, such
cultural difference cannot be solved by me, as an international student, to join a soccer team, no
matter how hard I tried. This probably cannot be alleviated in years. It’s a cultural problem.”
Puzzled by what he means by “cultural problem,” I pushed him to explain more. The explanation
is revealing. He mentioned that he felt great pressure as the only international student on the
team, especially when he has not excelled at the sport yet. He said,

You are the only Chinese on the team. You are representing international students,
representing China. It’s like you are playing the World Cup! And those kids… they know
each other since primary school and they even are on the same team outside of school.
For them, training is like playing. Even though some may not have top-notch skills, they
have the bonds (with one another) and are allowed to make mistakes. I’m different. I
came here for high school. I’m the most distant (in terms of relationship to them). I felt
so pressured. I felt that each of my moves is watched. Once you made a mistake, you will
be judged, not only being judged as a person but also from your nationality and your
race. You know, the pressure is high.

Dylan chose to withdraw from the varsity team after two months of struggling. For him,
“cultural difference” is an ambiguous and catch-all term to include differences in terms of
domestic/international student division, ethno-racial differences, and differences in nationality.
During the conversation, he constantly clarified the boundaries between “us”— international
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students, Asian students, or Chinese students—and “them”—American students, white students,
or domestic students. He also shared with me that no one spoke to him or sat with him on the
shuttle bus to the training ground. He felt alienated as an outsider, a foreigner, an international
student, and a Chinese. “Being the only Chinese on the team” made him feel obliged to
“represent” China or even the whole international student body. He, therefore, perceived
unbearable pressure as if he was “playing the World Cup.” Similar to Aria, Dylan attributed his
feeling of not being included and welcomed to his national identity or foreignness. Coming from
a country favors collectivist thinking,47 he even took on the burden of “representing” the whole
nation into everyday interactions with his teammates.
However, Frank, a junior-year boy in a boarding school in Maryland, had almost a
complete opposite experience. Frank also joined the soccer team when he first entered the
school and then he realized that he is not really good at it. He went on and said,

Th soccer team is where you find a lot of Asian students. Our school doesn’t have a lot of
Asian students in general, maybe around 10%. It’s relatively a small portion comparing
to some other schools. But on the soccer team, there are a lot of Asian students as Asians
love soccer: Koreas, Chinese… I found it not that interesting. I’m already going to
America, surely I hope to Americanize myself, right? So I stop playing soccer. I went for
football. I actually have played for two years now and gained a lot. I play linebacker, and
that requires a lot on a strong physique. We did not aim to win, but for experiencing the
vibe. Football always has bench sitters. I can only say that when you first joined the
team, you are by default bench sitter. Now I really want to become a good athlete, to
build up my muscles, and I have the determination to do it well.

More discussion on the differences between an individualist or collectivist culture, see (Hofstede 2003;
Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov 2010)
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He also talked about in the winter session he chose wrestling rather than the more common
choice among international students, basketball. I asked him whether wrestling is relatively
more “American,” he answered,

I think I just want to immerse myself in this American culture to nurture myself. When I
first arrived there, I am a total nerd. Now I cannot say I have a refined way of talking, but
at least I can open my mouth to talk. When I first went there as a junior high student, I
cannot even open my mouth to talk in Chinese, not to say in English. Therefore, I think
participating in sports has provided tremendous moral support. Sports is one aspect, and
the other aspect is what our headmaster really pushed us for, that is, in English, social,
interpersonal communication. My most important takeaway in America is you need to
step out of the comfort zone. I call it comfort zone, but the main implication is that as an
international student, your comfort zone is people who are the same race as you.
Mexicans have their own Mexican comfort zone, the group of Mexicans. We also have
quite a lot of Chinese in my school, around 20, comparatively less than other schools.
Then for me, step out of the group of Chinese and step into the group of the society with
Americans. This is crucial.

Frank labeled certain sports, for example, soccer and basketball, as favored by Chinese and
other Asian international students, and steered away from it; instead, he chose sports that are
more “American,” such as football and wrestling. By choosing these sports are more
confrontational and “American,” he was actively “Americanizing” himself and stepped outside of
his “comfort zone.” He confounded national differences with ethno-racial differences: he
equated stepping outside of his racial comfort zone to stepping into “the society with
Americans.” I did not once mention race in our conversation yet he slid from talking about
differences between China and the United States right into racial differences.
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Though both Dylan and Frank resorted to sports clubs as their entry point to get closer to
their American peers, Dylan ended up retreating to his international and Chinese students circle
while Frank, as least as he described, has stepped out his comfort zone and mainly socialize with
American students. Yet both of them grapple with their national and ethno-racial identity
during this active attempt of integration.

“Socialize Outside Your Race”
Frank later revealed that the important friend that led him to this “society of Americans,” who
he referred to as his soul mate, is a Mexican American whose native tongue is Spanish.
Nonetheless, this Mexican American roommate that Frank was fortunate enough to meet
“transformed” him. His roommate was willing to speak to him no matter how bad his English
was at the time and his roommate tried to comprehend him throughout the process. Frank was
also excited that he went to Mexico with his roommate during the Thanksgiving break. He
treated this trip as a grand achievement, as he went to a place where “there are no Chinese,” and
“survived nine days without speaking [his] mother tongue.”
Frank concluded that as a Chinese person, he wanted to take advantage of such school
experiences, and get nurtured by cultures throughout the world. He showed me that his mobile
contacts include students from Russia, Brazil, and Canada and demonstrated a sense of
proudness in being in a “global village.” He considered himself not only to get exposed to
“American society,” but also to a global society. He also mentioned that “I have a bunch of close
American friends, and my best friends are all from Mexico.” He stressed the importance of being
“social with people outside of your race” and consider it the way to “gain a foothold in American
society.” During the conversation, he used “race” and “nationalities” almost interchangeably.
What he described as the ideal composition of the student body is a school that has a variety of
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international students and without a critical mass of Chinese students. His conceptualization of
“American society” is an enlarged version of his elite boarding school.
Frank is not alone when it comes to favoring socializing with non-Chinese students.
Olivia is a senior-year girl in the same Seattle high school as Dylan. She ranked closeness to
different groups of friends for me: “my best friends are international students from Southeast
Asia, and then Americans, and then Chinese.” She explained the reasons for being close to
southeast Asian students as such, “we are all international students that share the same feelings,
so we have common topics during chats. American students grew up together. They started to go
to school here together since junior high. We cannot just enter their circle forcibly.” She further
commented that she cannot really mingle with Chinese students and was completely excluded
when she advanced her language and no longer attend ESL (English as a Foreign Language)
classes. Similar to Aria, later she met her American friends through joining the choir and
basketball team but was not particularly close to them. Both Frank and Olivia, along with many
other students I talked to, arguably have become more cosmopolitan through attending these
American boarding schools, as they made many close international friends and got to learn their
cultures and even visited their countries. This slice of “American society” is unique because of
the schools they attend are elite boarding schools that have a diverse international student body
from countries other than China, and the ethno-racial compositions of these schools are by no
means close to that of the “mainstream” American society.
There are certainly some Chinese “parachute students” who get along with both
international and American students. Anastasia, a girl who migrated multiple times for
educational purposes, is a case in point. Anastasia is currently eighteen and just got accepted
into the engineering school of Columbia University. She was born in Guiyang, the capital city of
Guizhou, a southwestern province of China, and migrated to Shanghai for “better schools” at the
age of four, and then to Los Angeles for middle school, with her mum, at the age of twelve. Her
mum went back to China after she got admitted by a top boarding school in Connecticut. During
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this process, her family got her permanent residence status via investment.48 Although having
both American and Chinese friends, she said she felt quite lonely. She confessed,

I don’t have a friend that truly understands me. My nerdy side and good grades make me
like Chinese, and my “playgirl” side, the fact that I like dancing, painting, and music,
makes me closer to Americans. I can blend into every social circle, but I do not belong to
any of them.

Anastasia, along with other Chinese students, labels certain traits as “Chinese,” e.g. getting good
grades, being nerdy, and other traits as more “American,” e.g. partying, dancing, being more
socially active. It seems that they have internalized and reproduced the American ethno-racial
stereotypes. They even adopt such stereotypes to construct their own identities, as Anastasia
illustrated.

“Retreating” to Chinese-ness
Another group of students simply decided to not engage with American students at all. And they
tend to, again ascribe the differences to “culture.” Nea, a senior-year girl attending the same
Seattle high school as Dylan and Olivia, did not express the desire to join the American students’
social circle at all:

Some wealthy Chinese parents obtain an EB-5 visa for their children. The EB-5 visa allows eligible
immigrant investors to become lawful permanent residents, commonly known as “green card” holders, by
investing at least $1,000,000 to “finance a business in the United States that will employ at least 10
American workers” (UCSIC 2018). Some parents believe that by doing so, their children will be treated as
local students instead of international students, which should increase their chances of getting into topnotch colleges.
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I have little to discuss with them. Culturally we are very different, and I don’t feel like I
have a lot to converse with them. If we start a conversation, it would be an awkward one,
anyway. And I understand why that is. My life is different from yours. You go back home
every day, and your family members are all American. I did not grow up in America. The
only time we are together is for class projects. We discuss the projects. But if you asked
me to just start a conversation for my own sake, I never did that. American girls, they
also stick together. Those who are willing to talk to us are also marginalized students.
But I don’t really care. I understand why they stick together. If I am American, I probably
won’t want to talk to you either. I think our school’s Americans do not discriminate
against us. They are just normal high school girls and I think I am also that type of girl. I
won’t want to talk to you and greet you either. I don’t think they intentionally avoid
speaking to us.

I inquired about an example of “cultural differences,” she explained that she was invited to a
party in an American student’s home for the first time recently and could not enjoy it at all. “I
did not get their joy from partying and drinking at all,” she concluded. Ma (2020) discovered
similar sentiments toward party culture on campus among Chinese undergraduate international
students. She described the Chinese undergraduate students were “at best ambivalent towards,
and at worst, scared” by it (113). Several other Chinese “parachute students” expressed their
distanced, and at times disgusted, attitudes toward American teenagers’ drug use, underage
drinking, and party culture. Since it is a conscious choice, students like Nea did not interpret it
as being marginalized or excluded; Instead, she had a nonchalant attitude of enjoying staying in
her own Chinese friends’ circles. It is slightly different from what Ma (2020) described as “the
act of protective segregation,” resorting to Chinese peers for comfort and community due to
rejection from American networks.
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Many students retreat or re-discover to their “Chinese-ness” after spending time in the
American schools, which is not uncommon among international students. Most of the Chinese
students I talked to tend to miss Chinese food and go together to local Chinatown or Chinese
restaurants. In rural and suburban America, most of the Chinese restaurants are Chinese
American flavor and not authentically Chinese. In a couple of cases, the students will talk to the
owner or chef, and the owners are willing to prepare some specific dishes for their young fellow
countrymen. Such practices also become bonding moments within groups of Chinese students.
Going to restaurants in a group over the weekend to get some authentic Chinese dishes, for
some “parachute students,” is the only social activity they have outside of school and the only
highlight of the week.
Another aspect of retreating to Chinese-ness sometimes manifested as a surge in
nationalistic sentiments. With the rising tension between US-China diplomatic relationship and
the competitive geopolitical world order, Chinese students are documented to be more likely to
show what Hail (2015) called “patriotism aboard,” that is a growing identification with the home
country after repetitively getting American students’ misinformed and prejudiced comments on
China.49 The Chinese “parachute students” I talked to are younger than those in previous
research and mostly do not mention geopolitical conflicts in our conversation and did not show
strong sentiments of “patriotism abroad.” Yet they, as urban upper-middle-class children, grew
up in a more prosperous China than many students in previous research. They show a more
subtle form of patriotism: they are assertive that China is a strong nation and do not care much
about the United States, and plan to return to their home country right after their educational
journey—a topic further explored in chapter 5.

Hail’s research was based on eighteen Chinese students at a Hawaii university. Ma’s (2020) research on
Chinese undergraduate students confirmed his findings.
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Zero Cultural Shock: “A Long Overdue Promise Come True”
Some, though a small fraction of the students, claimed that they did not experience any trouble
fitting in. They stated that they have an assertive and consistent identity throughout their high
school years in the United States. For example, Annika’s father had told Annika, when she was
still a little child, that she would go to the United States once she turns eighteen. Her maternal
aunt had already settled in the United States for years when she was little. She considered her
moving to the United States as “common sense” and as something as natural as “a two-or-threeyear-old who knows their family name and where the sun rises from.” As a child, she was
allowed to develop freely and do things as she wished under her father’s permission. Annika
described herself as never good at math and sciences, yet quite advanced in languages and arts.
She was even a bit proud to tell people that her math is “at the bottom of the class” as it
“signifies her personality.” Consequently, she went through some conflicts with her junior high
school teachers as the teacher blamed her for “a bad learning attitude towards math” and called
her parents to persuade her to spend some effort on math learning. She obeyed unpleasantly.
Her ongoing battle with math and sciences education coupled with her once declining health
condition toward the end of junior high school probed her family and her to make the decision
of going to the United States several years earlier than planned. Upon recovering from her
illness, she and her father persuaded the whole family that it is time for departing for the United
States. It only took 31 days as she vividly recalled from the decision-making to her getting
accepted by an American boarding school in Los Angeles, California, at the age of sixteen.50
She described her arrival at American boarding school as “a long overdue promise
coming true.” She added, “I felt like I have been waiting for so long. Therefore, I literally do not

Although in chapter 2, I described the long planning process, that took at least a year or more, before
sending children to American schools, sometimes it happened in a relatively short window of times. Also,
in Annika’s case, she belonged to the earlier comers of the “parachute students.” She arrived in the United
States in 2005, when competition to getting into a boarding school is not yet fierce for Chinese students.
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have any trouble adapting to the new environment. No curiosity. Nothing surprised me. I found
everything familiar. Everything is exactly like how my auntie and English teachers described to
me.” In fact, her understanding of the United States is quite stereotypical. The examples of her
being rebellious, non-conforming, and “bad at math,” do not instantly make her more
“American.” Her journey to the United States and the “long overdue dream com[ing] true” seem
to be more or less a self-fulfilling prophecy that she firmly believes in.
It is not uncommon among my interviewees that families have been preparing for the
children’s departure early on, some as early as before the birth of the child. By the time of the
students’ departure, they are usually fluent in English and familiar with American culture and
customs. In the case of Annika, although the actual decision-making seemed to happen very fast,
in just a month, the mental preparation for moving to the United States for school has been
there for over a decade. Those families that made the decisions early, tend to encourage their
children to develop their own interests more freely and put less emphasis on grades in schools.
They grow up in a way that prepares them better for attending American private high schools
than some test-oriented Chinese high schools.
Not all Chinese schools focus solely on exams. Some students are well-prepared by the
global-facing education they received in China. Leslea, a confident junior-year girl who attended
a private day school in a suburban town in the South and later got accepted by an Ivy League
college in an urban area, demonstrated contempt on the term “cultural shock,”

Cultural shock for me is very minimum. I think the new generation of Chinese
international students ought not to have the expectation of the so-called ‘adaptation
time.’ That is a very outdated concept, a concept that existed five years ago.

I further question that maybe some students are raised in a different way from others. She
responded,
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“Adaptation time” simply meant that you are not well-prepared. That’s the only
explanation. Your English is not good enough. Cultural shock is nonsense. The most
important thing is to learn English well. Surely the English language is part of the
culture. The reason that I said this is that I know a lot of students from [an elite school in
Nanjing51]. I am very well aware of what the elite students are like. Within that group, a
cultural shock is nonsense. In my cohort, none of my friends told me that they have a
cultural shock. None of us have any language barriers. Since we are quite young, we also
adapt quickly.

Before coming to the United States, Leslea attended a selective private junior high school
in Nanjing which is widely recognized as one of the best middle schools in Nanjing. That school
has a dedicated focus on “quality-oriented education” and is very strong in foreign language
education. The school also has a wide range of elective courses and student clubs, a long
tradition in prestigious extracurricular competitions such as the Model United Nations52 and
debate competition, and hosts several festivals including art, foreign language, and reading
festivals each year. Coming from a school like this, her cohort friends and herself are “wellprepared” and do not experience “cultural shock.” Though still constrained by the college
entrance exams, the top middle and high schools in China are now preparing students for both
excelling at exams to gain entrance to Chinese universities and well-rounded development in
other areas, such as sports, arts, and leadership, to be globally competitive. Students attending

Nanjing is the capital city of China’s Jiangsu Province. It was the capital of various Chinese dynasties
and has long been one of the centers of culture, education, research, and politics.

51

The Model United Nations, also known as Model UN, is an educational simulation and academic
activity in which students learn about diplomacy, international relations, and the United Nations. It
mimics the format of the UN and students play delegates from different nations, participating in debating
about ongoing global issues. It is very popular in many highly selective, global-facing Chinese middle and
high schools.
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such schools have accumulated adequate cultural and cosmopolitan capital before coming to the
United States.
Leslea also demonstrated very different attitudes toward her American peers, comparing
to other “parachute students” I discover in this chapter. She articulated her disengagement with
her American classmates in a straightforward manner. Being a politically liberal student, she
stated,

For me, the only reason that I do not like to be in contact with most Americans (in my
school) is that they are too conservative. A word is too much when there is no seeing eye
to eye. Apart from language and culture barriers, now we added the barriers of political
belief. I don’t have barriers when it comes to culture and language. I have a lot of liberal
besties [referring to American friends outside of her school]. I am very close to most of
my teachers.

For Leslea, the differences between her classmates and herself are the divide in politics, which is
not the most common reason for Chinese students’ disengagement from communicating with
American students. I met Leslea at a Chinese women empowerment conference organized by a
group of students at a well-known women’s college. She was invited to lead an activist
leadership workshop to share her experiences of starting an online activist group that unites
Chinese high school students around the globe to advocate for gender equality. She led several
feminist activism campaigns both in the Chinese and American contexts and canvassed for
Hillary Clinton during the 2016 presidential election. She had deep interests in politics and firsthand experiences of organizing and local-level democratic practices, which are essentially very
“American” experiences. She made it clear that her political engagements do not influence her
cultural identity. Unlike a lot of other students mentioned earlier, she has a strong sense of
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identification with Chinese culture. When speaking of her preference for choosing host families,
she frowned upon a lot of Chinese parents’ choices,

Chinese parents generally like to find white families who are Christian and have children
at home. They even prefer those families with stay-at-home mum, believing that kind of
arrangement is better for taking care of their kids. It actually contains a lot of racial
discrimination.

By racial discrimination here, she meant Chinese parents’ preference for white families and she
further explained it,

And I do not really want to get to know other’s culture [through staying at their home]. I
have a very strong sense of identification with my own culture. I think I am Chinese, and
I am a hundred percent identified with that. I really dislike butter[ing] up to white
Christian culture.

Leslea is exceptional for her age in her ability to understand the nuances of American culture
and has relatively extensive knowledge about the political spectrum of American society. Several
other students who demonstrate “zero cultural shocks” have former schooling experience abroad
when their parents were sent as expatriates by multinational companies or holding visiting
professorships at American universities. They consider attending American high schools as
“going back” to the United States. This group of students who claim that they need little to none
adjustment to the American schooling environment tend to be mentally prepared due to their
past educational experience or family background, most likely have family or friends residing in
the United States, and generally well-versed in English before arriving in the United States.
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Chinese “parachute students” lived experiences of fitting into American private high
schools vary greatly, ranging from Aria and Wanrong’s struggles with the loss of social status
and searching for popularity, to Dylan and Frank’s attempts to making friends through sports
clubs, to Nea’s retreatment to “Chinese-ness,” to Leslea and Annika’s confidence of “zero
cultural shocks.” The differences within the Chinese “parachute students” can be attributed to
many reasons, such as educational institutional differences in China and the United States,
different types of American high schools they attend, duration of time in the United States,
cosmopolitan capital accumulated before coming to the United States. The intriguing part is that
during the process of making sense of their lived experiences, they all attribute their ease or
difficulty into integration to their Chinese or “Americanized” traits and continue to construct or
reconstruct their identity around nationality and ethno-racial labels.

Accelerate Ripening: “Is it worth it?”
Despite the struggles, many students reported that they become more confident, more
independent, more social, and get the chance to do what they want to do in American schools,
exactly what they expect from coming to these schools, which is further discussed in chapter 5.
However, many students describe such a process as “accelerated ripening” to me. Wei, a girl who
graduated from a Christian private school in North Carolina, and currently attending a reputable
public university in a midwestern state, asked herself and me,

My goal of going abroad is to become more independent. I know I would endure some
hardship (chi ku53) and improve my character. I definitely did it, but doing that, I’ve

Chi Ku (吃苦), translated by its literature meaning, means eating bitterness. It carries the significant
cultural meaning of enduring hardships, overcoming difficulties, and forging ahead, and are often not
translated. See more in Michelle Loyalka’s (2013) book, Eating Bitterness: Stories from the Front Lines of
China's Great Urban Migration.
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endured way more hardship than I imagined. Is it worth it to endure such hardship? Is it
worth it to spend so much money and did not learn a lot? Is it worth it to be away from
my parents? My grandparents are getting older. Since I am so far wary from them,
naturally we have fewer and fewer contact hours. I don’t even know whether it’s worth it
myself.

She later told me that her parents complimented her for being more mature and considerate of
family members and have “truly grown up.” She usually responded to those messages with an
emoji of a smiley face, but she uttered, “deep down in my heart, I am bleeding and in tears.” Wei
attended a conservative Christian school that does not tolerate the LGBTQ group and, according
to her, is quite xenophobic. She identified as bisexual and had a Chinese girlfriend during high
school years, if found out by the school, could get her expelled. She did not feel welcome at
school at all. The rejection came from not only her fellow students but also teachers. She also
had a very tense relationship with her host family. She told me in great detail how hard it was to
“live with an old man who is not my dad.” The host family she lived with had a “host dad” who
was around a fifty-year-old and self-employed at home. She described the host dad as “sensitive
and suspicious of others.” There were deep trust issues between her “host dad” and her, which
made her life miserable for years.
Wanrong, the Shanghainese girl attending one of the top elite prep school, forced a smile
while I asked her to summarize the pains and gains of high school years,

What I got is connections, and I entered American society earlier than other Chinese
students. I understand what American society is: how to talk to Americans, how to get
used to college life, and of course, the ways of thinking. These are all gains. But loss? I
am not as happy as I was in [the elite public school she used to attend]. I skipped the
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innocent pleasure of Chinese student life. I am distant from my friends back there as we
are no longer in the same world.

The way she described her gains and losses is revealing. Wanrong grew a strong interest in
theatre during high school and have organized theatre workshops for high schoolers in Shanghai
for three consecutive summers. She brought teachers from prominent universities to facilitate
such workshops and got some media coverage praising such an event. It surprised me that she
categorized such gains in a rather pragmatic way, only as “connections.”
Apart from students and their parents’ concern about being mature too fast, some
students go through high school years with mental illnesses such as depression and eating
disorders. According to the clinical experiences of Eng and Han (2019), parachute children have
an alarming tendency towards depression, anxiety, substance abuse, addiction, sexual
promiscuity, and even legal troubles. On February 17, 2016, three Chinese “parachute students”
were sentenced to prison after bullying their Chinese classmates in Rowland Heights, California.
In this case, a group of Chinese students kidnapped and assaulted a Chinese classmate over
unsettled restaurant bills and arguments over a boy. Father of one of the sentenced teenagers,
allegedly tried to pay off a witness to “settle” the case, and later got arrested and charged with
attempted bribery. Incidents like this, though rare, have sparked wide debate in China regarding
the perils of lack of parental supervision and lack of understanding of the cultural and legal
differences between the United States and China.
Cases of depression and eating disorders are more common than legal offenses like the
Rowland Height incident. Several Chinese “parachute students” confessed to me that their
Chinese peers or they themselves have gone through depression and eating disorders. Within
the students I talked to, girls are more likely to report such issues. It does not necessarily mean
female students are more likely to have such issues. It could also be they are more aware of it or
felt bonded to me, a female researcher, and therefore more likely to share such intimate details
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with me. Many of them claimed that they had never shared any of these with others, not even
their friends or parents. Lingli, the Guangzhou girl who appeared in chapter 1 and attended a
Christian school in Virginia, was sent to a psychiatric hospital, after sharing a “slight suicidal
thought,” according to her, with the school nurse. The forced hospitalization seemed to be more
traumatic for her and her family than the depression episode she experienced. 54 After the
hospitalization, the school required her to return home immediately in lieu of any legal
responsibilities they might bear should she have another episode like this. Beatrice, a Beijing girl
attending a boarding school in Georgia, had experienced strong episodes of eating disorder in
her high school years, and eventually decided to take a gap year to go back home to “get some
rest” before applying to colleges.
These struggles of “forced” and “accelerated” maturity and its ensued troubles should not
come as big surprises as these parachute students leave families at such a young age and around
the formative years of youth development, facing the unfamiliar environment on their own.
When they ask me, a researcher they only met once or several times, whether it is worth the
pains, I believe they already have the answers but are unwilling to spell it out given the huge
financial investment of their parents and personal sacrifices they went through.

Institutional Efforts of Integration
American private high schools demonstrate limited efforts to actively include “parachute
students” into the school life. There are two types of schools that these students generally
attend: one type is traditionally selective private schools that recruit international students to
increase diversity but also do not want an overflow of international students, another type is
private schools that struggle financially and therefore rely on the incoming international

She stayed with me for two days after getting released from the facility as she has no family member
that she trusted in the United States.
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students for extra tuition revenues. The first type of school usually celebrate diversity, and some
will intentionally break down co-ethnic student gathering and forbid the usage of foreign
languages (non-English) in a school setting. However, such efforts can also be alienating at
times. For schools that truly cares about diversity in every aspect, they may need to find some
more effective strategies to practice it. As Dylan explained,

Although the school keeps saying diversity, diversity, deep down and maybe
subconsciously, there are still huge divides in the school regarding different cultural
background. We hang rainbow flags everywhere, but Asians still hang out with Asians,
black with black, white with white, and international with other international students…
I can tell the school is trying really hard to put international students and domestic
students together. If you observe us during class time, it’s quite balanced. We do projects
and sit together and may even mess around with one another a bit. Looks really great.
Once outside of the classroom, you will figure out that Americans do not hang out with
you.

From Dylan’s account, we can also deduct that he conflates racial and national diversity with
gender and sexuality. For both the international students and the domestic students who go to
school with them, it would be helpful for students to learn about intersectionality to gain a
deeper understanding of different dimensions of diversity.
The second type of school sometimes blatantly treat international students as “cash
cows.” International students normally pay twice or three times the tuition fee comparing with
local students and some schools provide no extra services to international students. They were
“parachuted” to a strange place and started to go to classes with their American classmates who
grow up together in the same town for a long time. It is hard to imagine an easy integration in
those cases. Parents and educational consultants also need to pay closer attention to make sure
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the receiving schools have some institutional efforts of inclusion in place before making the
decision to send their own children thousands of miles away.

Conclusion and Discussion
In this chapter, I focus on “parachute” Chinese students’ adaptation to American schools. Most
of them constructed their ethno-racial identities in a dichotomous manner. They feel the
necessity of picking one identity over the other, that is, to be more Americanized at the cost of
being less Chinese, or vice versa. The characteristics they assign to Chinese-ness aligned with
some ethno-racial stereotype around East Asian and East Asian Americans, for example, they
tend to consider Chinese or Asian as academic superior yet not interested in sports and arts. At
the same time, they are also fighting such stereotypes by getting more involved in sports, arts,
and other extra-curriculum activities, to “Americanize themselves.” Or in the case of Dylan, he
tried and in his own definition, failed, and then decide to retreat to a comfort zone of either
international students or Chinese students. Another implicit image they associate with
American friends is almost racially coded. The imagined American friends they should have
made seem to be white, mostly influenced by the media presentation of American teen culture.
They also encounter few black and brown students in their American private high schools and
continue to get socialize into an American society that is majority white and build their
understanding of American ethno-racial identities based on that adolescent society. The reality
of integration and adaptation of this “parachute student” population further complicates the
idea of “flexible citizenship.” Economic privileges and academic advantages are not easily
transferrable in a transnational school setting. Whether these teenagers will be able to negotiate
and construct a more fluid identity and sets of practices, along with those identities in their later
years is worth tracking.
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Meanwhile, the schools could provide further institutional support for such integration,
for example, some across-school discussion around diversity, ethno-racial identity, and cultural
competence, increasing mutual understanding between different groups. Those workshops and
discussions need to include all the students, not only Chinese “parachute students” or
international students. More importantly, honest conversations about current ethno-racial
relationship within American society will help newcomers better understand the institutional
context they are embedded in.
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Chapter 5 Moving On

On December 18th, 2016, the day that college early decisions were announced, a group of
Chinese high school students were flying back to Beijing from Chicago to spend winter break at
home. All of them were using in-flight WIFI to refresh the homepages for school admissions
results. Anxiety built up gradually in the flight, as the students read “defer, defer, defer.” Many
students went silent after seeing the results. Aria55 described this dramatic scene to me twice in
our conversations. She vividly remembered, “that twelve hours (in the flight), are the longest
twelve hours of my life. Non-stop madness. Every school announced the results at a different
time point. This person went mad, and then the next one, and then the next one. I continuously
saw people going dispirited, one by one. When we flew over the Arctic Circle, there was no
Internet. Everyone became so restless.” Three tormenting days later, Aria got acceptances from
the business school of the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, and the Hass School of Business
at the University of California, Berkeley.
This dramatic story told by Aria sticks with me. After all, most of these students went
through all the struggles to fitting into an American high school for boosting their chances of
getting into a prestigious American university. The stakes, they think, are very high when it
comes to moving on to the next stage of their life. After four years of studying in American
private high schools, what are their expectations for colleges and future career trajectories?
What are their preferences in college applications? Will they stay in the United States or return
to China? For those who finished this journey a while ago, how do they reflect on this
experience? Is it worth it? In this chapter, I break down the top concerns the “parachute
students” have while choosing American universities and discuss the preferred lifestyle and

Aria appeared in Chapter 4. She was a senior-year high school student at a prestigious private boarding
school not far from Chicago. She is born and raised in Beijing.
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diverse success frames they developed after spending a significant amount of time in American
high schools. This chapter ends with these students’ plan for their future: whether they want to
return to China or stay in the United States, and what they see as their potential career paths. I
also further speculate how their lived experiences will shed light on the theorization of global
and flexible citizenship.
In Chapter 3, I discussed why upper-middle-class Chinese parents send their only
children thousands of miles away to attend private high schools in the United States. Among the
multilayered push and pull factors, getting into a “good” American college is one of the most
important motivations. It came as no surprise that every single Chinese student I talked to plans
to stay in the United States for college, except a girl who thought about applying to British
universities but eventually stayed in the United States. None of them plan to go back to China
for a college education, partly because they would not get in. The years spent in American high
schools did not prepare them for the competitive national college entrance exam (gaokao) in
China at all. They learned neither Chinese literature nor advanced math and science content that
will be tested in that exam, nor did they go through the repetitive drills to develop the testtaking skills that Chinese students need to excel. Even if they have the knowledge and skills, they
cannot take the exam if they are not enrolled at a Chinese high school. More importantly, most
of them came to the United States to escape from that test-oriented educational system. For all
these reasons, there is no going back to China for college.
Their counterparts from South Korea showed a different pattern. Jung’s (2014) study on
gireogi (wild goose) parents shows that the wealthier Korean parents expect their children to
attend Korean colleges to maintain the already established upper-class privileges. In contrast,
their middle-class peers expect their children to stay in the United States for colleges and integrate
into American society. Kang and Abelmann (2011) described the educational strategy upper-class
Korean adopted as “domestication” of foreign study. They argue that pre-college study abroad is
“understood not as a discrete education field abroad, but instead an extension of South Korea’s
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highly stratified and competitive education market” (89). For Chinese families and students, there
is no “domestication” of foreign high school experience. Upon arrival in the United States, a
college degree and, most likely, an advanced degree from the United States becomes the ultimate
goal of this long journey.
These students’ college aspirations and preferences are strongly influenced by their high
school experiences in the United States. Which college they end up attending is a signifier for how
“successful” this transnational school choice is. At the same time, their success frames are
changing: what constitutes a “successful” college choice and career trajectories starts to mean
different things for them. Moreover, the various preferences of these students who attended high
school in the United States indicate their preferred lifestyle, career aspirations, and social
integration. If choosing a high school is largely their parents’ preference, college destination is
mostly the students’ call. They now have more agency in choosing where they want to attend
school, where they want to live, what kind of ethnic-racial dynamics they want to be embedded in.
After years of high school in the United States, they have more institutional knowledge about
American college applications than their parents. At this point, they understand the complex
system of American education system much better than their parents. They have access to college
counselors at school and information gathered from teachers and classmates. Most parents,
though they still care about the college application results intensely, cannot be more of help except
for paying for extra educational consulting service and SAT or AP tutoring classes.
The “parachute students” emerge as a unique group of transnational migrants regarding
their arrival time, family wealth, and purpose of migration. This group of students arrives as
teenagers in the United States for the sole purpose of education, continues to spend a quarter of
the year in their homeland, and has a relatively well-off family to support their educational and
career trajectories. Though having some overlapping experiences, they are different from three
commonly studied migrant groups: (1) the 1.5-generation Chinese or Asian immigrants who arrive
in the United States at about the same age as them, but with parents; (2) Chinese students who
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arrive in the United States later than them, during college or graduate school years; and (3) highskilled immigrant workers whom they might end up becoming if they choose to stay in the United
States or moving to other foreign countries. They seem to be more flexible, open to uncertainties,
aspire to become global citizens and adopt multiple success frames with relatively supportive
parents. However, such flexibility and openness are highly contingent on immigrant policies of
both the United States and China. Whether they can become global elites that move smoothly
between nations requires further follow-up research, and capturing their perceptions and
experiences at an earlier stage provides an opportunity for future explorations.

First Things First: Ranking and Prestige
When it comes to which colleges to apply to, elite status and ranking of the college are still the
top concern for most students. Unlike their high school application process, they have more
precise and realistic expectations of reach schools, target schools, and safe schools. Those who
are academically competitive most likely want to get into an “Ivy plus” college. The top academic
achievers in my study got into colleges such as the University of Chicago, Columbia University,
the University of Pennsylvania, the University of California Berkeley, Barnard College, and
Swarthmore College. Since they mostly come from an economically privileged background,
tuition is not a major concern; thus, public universities are not preferred by this group. Every
student seems to be familiar with the U.S. News College Ranking and most aim to attend a
college that at least ranked at the top 50 if not the top 20. Such priority on prestigiousness does
not even come up much in our conversations around college application because it is almost a
universally acknowledged sentiment shared among Chinese students. However, Ma’s (2020)
research data shows that while attending an American high school can boost English
proficiency, students who attended American high schools were no more likely to enroll in
selective institutions than their Chinese peers applying from China. Unlike their American peers
who sometimes like to attend schools close to home or as far away from home as possible, they
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have few if any geographical preferences except for urban universities, which I will discuss in the
next section.
There is a slight division between preference for liberal arts college and big universities.
Having experienced private boarding schools, students have a polarizing view of whether they
want to attend a liberal arts college. For most, liberal arts college will be a continuation of their
high school life, the continuation of immersing in a total institution. Qin Wang, a Shanghainese
girl who graduated from a co-ed boarding school in Connecticut, went on her educational
journey to Swarthmore College. She mentioned that she did not learn the importance of tapping
into resources of elite institutions and reaching out for help until the last year of high school.
She expected to utilize these newly earned institutional cultural capital in a similar institutional
setting, a reputable liberal arts college. Ma’s (2020) research data on Chinese international
undergraduate students show that those who attended American high schools are more likely to
enroll in liberal arts college than those who completed high school in China. Those who truly
enjoyed their close-knit community during high school years and took advantage of the high
teacher-student ratio tend to seek a liberal arts college that will continue to provide that
dedicated attention and close student-teacher relationship.
Others specifically complained about the small student population that makes one lack
anonymity and would prefer attending a big university with a large student body and more
loosely connected social relations. A couple of students who attended boarding school in New
England described their boarding schools as “a bubble” and “a place that is detached from the
real world,” and want to get out of their “bubbles” and get into the “real world.” Anastasia Lin
spent four years in one of those “bubbles” in a boarding school in Connecticut, and cried out, “I
am so ready to leave.” She expressed that she was sick of knowing every single person on
campus. When I interviewed her, she was looking forward to a different life at Columbia
University.
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As crucial as rankings of the colleges and universities are, Chinese students who spend
years in the United States are realistic and understand not everyone can get into an “Ivy-plus”
school and choose schools that fit their profile, such as Bentley University, Pace University, and
Georgia Institute of Technology. Some found their dreams and passions during their stay in the
United States and went for specialized schools such as the Parsons School of Design, Manhattan
School of Music, and Juilliard School.

Returning to Big Cities, No More “Villages”
Although the students are not bound to one specific geographical region, many of my
interviewees apply to schools in big cities. It surprised me how important being close to big
cities matters to them. More than half of my respondents end up going to universities close to a
big city. Most are close to New York City and attend schools such as Columbia University, New
York University, Parsons School of Design, and Pace University. Pace University is ranked 202
in the U.S. News Ranking of Best Colleges and Universities in 2020, far from most students’
ideal of getting into a “top 50” or even “top 100” school, yet some Chinese students still chose it
over other more highly-ranked schools due to its proximity to Wall Street and its prime location
in the heart of downtown Manhattan.
Such choices reflect the cosmopolitan nature of this student group. They all grew up in
big cities in China and are familiar with the urban way of life. Four years of life away from the
city makes them want to get “back” to cities. Though by no means a representative sample, the
narratives these students provided reveal an interesting fact: when it comes to lifestyle, they
almost do not talk much about the national or cultural differences between China and the
United States. However, almost every single student complained about how tedious and
traumatizing American suburban life was. They feel trapped in suburban areas. Most teenagers
do not have cars, and they were most likely banned by their schools or host families from using
ride-hailing apps such as Uber and Lyft due to safety concerns. In a search for a freer life in the
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United States, they found themselves constrained to two locations: classroom and residence.
Wei Zhuang, a female recent high school graduate of a Christian school in North Carolina,
described her high school experience as such:

It had never occurred to me (before I came to the United States) that the American
countryside is like this. I thought you could go shopping, or go to movies whenever you
want to, just like in China. I cannot do that here unless my host family is willing to take
me to those places. These entertaining activities are impossible (for me). I was so
shocked. I thought that at least life would be more vibrant and colorful than the one led
by test-oriented education in China. I expected to cultivate a different self here. I did not
expect to stay at home all the time.

The “American countryside” Wei referred to is Raleigh, North Carolina, the capital of North
Carolina and the second-largest city in the state. Some schools that these parachute students
attended locate in semi-rural areas and fit into the description of a “rural village.” As Li Li, a
Beijing-born girl described her high school years in a Maryland boarding school,

I cannot accept that [the reality of being in that rural village] during the entire four years.
It was like educated youths being sent up to the mountains and down to the countryside.
I was in a terrible mood.

Li Li compared her four years of boarding school to the “Up to the Mountains and Down to the
Countryside” movement, a policy instituted by the People’s Republic China to send educated
youths (zhi shi qing nian or zhi qing 知青) to rural areas to learn from the farmers and workers.
Such a comparison is dramatic. Educated youth were deprived of a proper education during the
“Down to the Countryside” movement, while she was in the rural area to receive elite boarding
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school education. The parallel is nonetheless revealing of her sense of deprivation of her beloved
city life.
Students, like Wei and Li Li, frequently refer to where they stay as “rural villages,”
whether it is a semi-rural area or a small-to-medium-sized city. A vast majority of them choose
to visit New York City during Thanksgiving and spring break. When in New York City, they
finally can enjoy some “authentic” ethnic food, not only Chinese food, but also Korean,
Japanese, and European cuisines that are not available in their “rural villages.” They can finally
freely catch the latest movie and go shopping. Girls tend to love big cities even more, partly
because the gender socialization process makes them more interested in cultural events and
trendy brands that are more accessible in big cities.
It no longer comes as a surprise that New York University (NYU) is a destination school
for almost one-third of my interviewees. This group of “parachute students” also seems to fit the
identity of trending global universities like NYU. NYU describes itself as “an innovator in higher
education, reaching out to an emerging middle class, embracing an urban identity and
professional focus, and promoting a global vision that informs its 19 schools and colleges.” It has
the highest number of international students in the United States, with over 17,000
international students coming from 133 countries. Such global vision and narrative are very
similar to the profile of the students I engaged with. They are cosmopolitan and aspire to be
“global citizens,” have a solid urban identity, and want to live in places like New York City.
For those who find it hard to get into schools like NYU or Columbia University, being in
the city still matters. Nick came to the United States at the age of twelve and attended both
middle and high school in the United States. He is interested in studying art and has chosen
Pace University over the Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD). When I asked him why he
chose Pace University, he said, “because it is in NYC. SCAD is a pretty good school, but it’s in the
village (zai cun li 在村里).” Savannah is the oldest city in Georgia, and as described on the city’s
official website, its neighborhoods are “historic and hip” and “full of character.” These
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apparently cannot compare with the charm of New York City. I mentioned to Nick that NYC
might have more opportunities. He half-jokingly said, “my school is on Wall Street. Maybe I
went out for coffee and will run into a billionaire on the street. We can chat, exchange
handshakes, and then add each other on WeChat.” His cousin, Liz, who is still in an American
private high school in Georgia, also stressed that she wanted to go to college in New York City as
Nick and many other friends are here. She also mentioned that the food scene in New York City
is attractive and has already made her come many times a year.
Those “American countryside” and “rural villages” may well be considered cities or towns
in the United States. However, compared to where these students come from, megacities such as
Beijing and Shanghai, both with a population of over 20 million, these towns are indeed
“villages” and not cosmopolitan enough for them.
For some, the urban factor does not necessarily tie to cultural events, job opportunities,
or food scenes. It is sometimes just an intangible urban vibe. It is sufficient as long as the school
is close to a city and not in the middle of nowhere. Nea Huang, a recent high school graduate
from a private day school in Seattle, describes her college preference:

My college preference is a school where I can study business and [the social environment
is] not too “village-like” (cun 村). I mainly focus on the East Coast [when choosing
school]. NYU is beyond me. Then I was thinking of applying to Bentley University or
Babson College. Bentley’s Early Decision application date is a couple of days later than
Babson. Therefore, I applied to Bentley and got accepted.

Both Bentley University and Babson College are not particularly prestigious but well located—
less than 20 miles away from Boston. These two schools fit into Nea’s preference: proximity to a
city on the East Coast and having a relatively reputable regional business program. She
appeared to be comfortable with her choice and did not expect to get into more selective schools.
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It is not common for prestigious universities in the United States to be urban schools.
College towns are a unique type of urban place, usually shaped by conflicting forces of youth,
intellect, and idealism (Gumprecht 2003). Some American students might even prefer a bucolic
campus in the woods, away from a gritty reality, and immersed in college life. It is not the case
for Chinese students. All prestigious Chinese universities are in big cities or at least outskirts of
big cities due to the limited amount of land in the downtown area. The prosperity level of the
city is correlated to the number of prestigious universities in the city. That probably can explain
why Chinese students in my research do not share the same anti-urbanism some American
intellectuals have (White and White 1962). To be educated to many also means to be “civilized”
and living in the city. If that seems to be an over-exaggeration, at least my interviewees are
desperate to get back to the urban way of life they grow up with. The preference for proximity to
cities shows the preferred urban lifestyle of this student group. Some students who did end up in
smaller cities, such as Madison in Wisconsin, express strong feelings of returning to China.
Returning to China to them indicates a strong desire to return to a bustling and exciting
megacity that they are familiar with and can find consolation in.

“Some, but Not Too Many Chinese Students”
The ethnic and racial diversity of an institution’s student body is another crucial factor that
these students consider when applying to colleges. Depending on their personal experiences of
ethno-racial integration in the high schools, students have different preferences of going to a
school with more co-ethnics, “moderate” amount of co-ethnics, and fewer co-ethnics. As
mentioned in Chapter 4, students regularly negotiate their ethno-racial, national, and social
identity during high school years and have developed their understanding of which kind of
environment they want to be embedded in. When discussing how that affects their college choice
preference, most only mentioned the percentage of Chinese students on campus. Frank, a male
high school junior at the time of the interview, expressed such sentiment explicitly:
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I will consider the percentage of Chinese students when applying to colleges. Apart from
how academically prestigious a school is, this will be my second criteria. For example,
within Ivy Leagues, I will never choose Columbia University. There are too many Chinese
there. It is scary. Same thing for UC Berkeley. Where do I want to go? I am in Maryland
right now. Among the highly ranked schools, Georgetown is quite desirable for me. They
have a considerable number of international students, but you don’t run into many
Chinese on the streets… If I get into two schools that are ranked at the same level, I will
definitely choose the one with less Chinese.

He is attending a quite well-known private boarding school in Maryland. He appeared in
chapter 4 and mentioned his strong desire to “Americanize” himself, which is to become more
“American” and hanging out with Chinese peers less. Therefore, he would continue that process
by applying to schools with “fewer” Chinese students.
Yao, a male student who has graduated from a Wisconsin high school and attended a big
state university, appreciates having some Chinese students as peers in a state school that he
attended. We discussed the benefits of having Chinese peers:

Yao: In many cases, Chinese friends understand one another’s positions better. For
example, when choosing courses and during the job search, international students face
different pressure.
ST: Maybe Chinese students and local students also have different aspirations?
Yao: It is not that obvious during high schools, but very much so in college. Chinese
share more similar values. There is no right or wrong, just that we grew up in the same
environment and resemble each other more. You will encounter the same issue when
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having trouble finding an internship. Also, in college, people tend to be more utilitarian.
Chinese somehow has that feeling of “I need to be someone.”

To have a community to talk about the shared experiences among Chinese students or
international students in general is important for students like Yao. They share job search tips,
vent about common obstacles of being F-1 international students, and aspiration of “becoming
someone,” a version of the American dream that millions of immigrants before and after them
shared. However, for this group of “parachute students,” they do not necessarily need to realize
the dream of “becoming someone” in the United States.

Multiple Success Frames: Beyond the “Asian F”
Second-generation Chinese immigrants, as described by Jennifer Lee and Min Zhou (2015),
adopt a narrow success frame: get straight As, get into prestigious universities, earn an
advanced degree, and work in medicine, law, science, or engineering. Getting a stable and
practical job is still central to many Chinese students in this study, yet for this economically
advantaged group, they have multiple success frames, influenced by their high school
experiences in the United States and parental expectations. This group of students has a diverse
preference of college majors. Their parents, willingly or reluctantly, are generally supportive of
their choices. Some of them find their new passion and dream field of study during high school
years, which many recognize as the strength of American liberal education.
In my study, most students do not choose Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM) track, unlike the general pattern of Chinese students studying in the
United States. 2019 Open Doors Report by the Institute of International Education shows that
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47.7% of Chinese students choose STEM, while 18.9% of them study business and management,
9.1% go for social sciences, and only 1% choose humanities, across all academic levels.56
This pattern is also different from their counterparts who are children of immigrants.
Decades of researches have documented Chinese and Asian children of immigrants’
disproportionally presence in the STEM field and career-oriented majors such as law and
medicine, as those majors tend to emphasize less on subjective judgments, language skills, and
also are more likely to receive stable financial rewards (V. Louie 2004; S. J. Lee 2009; Min Zhou
2009; Ma and Lutz 2018). Ma and Lutz (2018) further demonstrate that such preference
disappeared for third-generation Asian Americans.
The Chinese parachute students’ choices are closer to their well-off Chinese peers in
China and wealthy American peers in the United States. Kim Weeden’s (2015) analyses of the
National Center for Education Statistics data shows that American children from lower-income
families tend to choose “useful” majors, such as STEM. Those whose parents make more money
flock to history, English, and performing arts. Similarly, Chinese students coming from families
with a greater endowment of cultural capital, most likely also socio-economically advantaged,
demonstrate a stronger propensity to major in liberal arts fields rather than STEM in China (Hu
and Wu 2019).
The Chinese parachute students, especially those who attended elite private high schools,
accumulate both institutional and western-based cultural capital. Institutional cultural capital
can help them better navigate American elite insitutions, and western-based cultural capital
prepares them to study humanities and social sciences that require stronger English language
skills. Therefore they are different from their Chinese peers coming to the United States for

There is no existing reliable data on the breakdown of field of study of Chinese international students by
academic level (undergraduate, master, and doctoral level). However, foreign students accounted for 54%
of master’s degrees and 44% of doctorate degrees issued in STEM fields in the United States in 2016-2017
according to data compiled by the Congressional Research Service. The majority of STEM master’s and
doctorate degree-earners are from China and India.
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undergraduate and graduate studies, as they are better equipped with embodied knowledge to
navigate educational spaces. Moreover, they differentiate themselves from their 1.5- and secondgeneration Chinese American peers as they do not need to deal with “immigrant bargain,” where
children of immigrants tend to choose more practical, high-paying, and stable jobs to “pay back”
their parents’ sacrifice to moving to the United States for their education (V. S. Louie 2012).
I describe four types of students who represent different success frames beyond the
stereotypical Asian American success frame that Lee and Zhou (2015) described. The four types
of success frames, the pragmatists, the rebels, the wanderers, and the artists, do not attempt to
exhaust all potential career paths of the students. They show new possibilities that are available
to this group of students.

The Pragmatists
Some of the students I talked to study business, finance, and accounting, which are generally
described as more practical and will result in high-paying jobs. Yao described his rationale for
studying business as such, “Chinese are mostly like this, being practical and trying to find a job.
I don’t think I can do research. I do not want to be a doctor and do not want to go into law. Then
I can only study business.” He decided to go into investment banking since freshman year and
stressed that to get into investment banking, one must start preparing that early. I asked him
why so many high-achieving Chinese students are interested in investment banking. He
explained,

It is a common trait of good students. We all want to choose the highest-paying and the
most difficult-to-enter path. When you start to do career exploration, you will choose a
more prestigious career path. Of course, you have heard of MBB,57 Morgan Stanley,
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He was referring to McKinsey, Bain, BCG, three top firms in the world of management consulting.
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Goldman Sachs. College students are easily attracted by these [big names]. In freshman
year, I thought, it will be amazing to get on that path.

He thought of transferring from the big state university he was attending to a more prestigious
university. Then he quickly found that there is an investment banking club in his university,
which has members ending up in big-name firms each year. He joined that club in sophomore
year and started to follow the standard path of getting a local internship to build up a profile,
interviewing for internships at companies like Goldman Sachs in junior year, got the summer
offer, and then transferred the summer internship into a full-time position. Such dedication and
early professionalization are very similar to the process Rivera (2016) documented in Pedigree,
a study on how elite students in the United States find jobs in top-tier law firms, consulting
firms, and investment banks. It is also close to many Chinese students’ career trajectories in a
prestigious Chinese university. It now seems to be a shared path of elite students throughout the
globe. The big-name firms also tend to have global locations that make elite students feel
transnational, cosmopolitan, and in Yao’s term, as though they are “becoming someone.”
Although choosing a high-paying job seems to make this group of pragmatic students closer to
their Chinese American peers, the reason Yao described seems to be a globally shared “elite”
strategy rather than an “immigrant” trait.
Not everyone chooses this pragmatic path on their own. Joel, a junior year student
attending a regional university in Boston, chose accounting as his major following his father’s
advice. He spent four years in a Maine private boarding high school before college and has an
older sister attending a Ph.D. program in comparative literature in a prestigious American
university in one of the midwestern states. He told me that his parents “forced him to choose
accounting.” He further explained the rationale of his parents:
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Joel: Because my older sister studied literature, my dad is already not pleased with her
choice. He did not want me to follow the wrong path, too. Therefore, he insisted that I
need to choose a practical and useful major. I can feel that accounting entails a lot of
(concrete) professional knowledge. It is not like finance or management that each
company needs it, but you don’t know what it actually does.
ST: You mean accounting is more specific, and majors like management are more
general?
Joel: Yeah.

I asked him whether he is relatively obedient and follows his parents’ instruction, and he agreed.
He mentioned that he in fact wanted to be a chef, but his father rebuked that idea and thought
he should have gone to France should he be serious about becoming a chef. His father further
persuaded him even if he wants to open a restaurant in China in the future, accounting skills will
be handy when managing it. Interestingly, following this conversation, Joel shared his concerns
that he might never be able to pay back his parents for the expenses they paid for him to study
abroad.

ST: Do you think they have this expectation?
Joel: I don’t think so. But I still sink into deep thoughts about this. I often think about
practicality; what I learned abroad is not that different from staying back home. But
maybe the friends’ circle and social relations I developed here can be vital.

He elaborated that a professor he met at school introduced him to internship opportunities.
Also, he learned from his Indonesian roommate to live a disciplined life and work out regularly.
His interpretation of social relations does not seem to be all practical and related to job
opportunities. Joel is one of the few cases I met that fit into the description of “immigrant
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bargain”— he felt compelled to listen to parents’ advice and worry about paying back. However,
such a burden is somewhat self-imposed and may have a lot to do with the traditional Chinese
culture of fulfilling the filial duty. In this unusual case, Joel is not the only child. His older sister
got to do what she liked, and he opted to follow the paths his parents expected. Parents’ gender
expectations may have also played a part. His older sister did not get the opportunity to study in
American private high schools. When I met her in person, she complained about this. She was
better at academic work than her brother, yet her brother was given more opportunities. Her
freedom to follow her passion and interests may well be that her parents do not expect too much
from a daughter, whereas the younger brother feels the invisible burden to be more pragmatic as
the only son.
The “Chinese-ness” described in previous works (Chua 2011; V. Louie 2004; J. Lee and
Zhou 2015), whether attributing to cultural traits or structural reasoning, is a combination of
immigrant traits and cultural frames. The “parachute students,” though seeming to adopt a
similar frame, do not follow the same logic of immigrants. Even their pragmatic choices respond
more to their individual family needs, in Joel’s case, or are situated in a globally competitive job
market, in Yao’s case. In other words, their socioeconomic background and aspiration to be
globally mobile play a more significant role than the immigrant desire to settle in a destination
country and find a secure and stable job.

The Rebels
If choosing business and accounting is still on the same line as getting a stable and high-paying
job, many students in my study were open to disciplines that are not traditionally preferred by
Chinese international students. I met several students whom I categorize as “rebels,” who
challenge the stereotypical image of Chinese international students. They are vocal about their
support for social justice and sometimes show strong disdain for their peers' pragmatic and
careerist approach.
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Wangli Fang, an eighteen-year-old girl, had a conversation with me about the elitist and
careerist approach she disliked among her peers. Wangli’s educational credentials would have
put her into the “educational elite” group: private junior high school in Australia, reputable
private boarding high school on the west coast in the United States, and Ivy League university
on the east coast. However, Wangli did not consider herself an “elite.” She had volunteered a
considerable amount of time toward bringing sex education into rural elementary and high
school classrooms in China. I met her through fundraising events for those causes. We had some
previous conversation around social justice, equality, and volunteer work, so the conversation
that follows partly reflects her view on why some of her elite peers do not sincerely care about
the activist work she does.

WF: I do not want to be too biased. Let me organize my thoughts…I do not like the
tendency of some elites. They are exquisite egoists. They lack the sincerity of the
positions they took and the choices they made. They need to make elitist choices, but
they do not actually care about those issues. What I mean by “sincerity” is that I
genuinely want to solve some problems for a vulnerable group, or I try to understand
different perspectives in order to solve a problem.
ST: You mean they are hypocritical?
WF: Yeah…Elites also really like to teach others how to live their lives. They have a clear
plan of their life, like a template: I have to fully utilize my time during this period, and
reach specific results; then I have to build up my resume like this or that… In a perfect
elite character, you are not allowed to indulge in wild imagination or rebel against the
tradition, or anything peculiar.

The description of “exquisite egoists” is a widely used reference in Chinese discussion about elite
education. It first appeared in an article titled “The Absolute Exquisite Egoists in the
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University,” written in 2008 by a famous Peking University professor and Chinese literary
scholar, Liqun Qian. He criticized the incoming elite students of Peking University for lacking
the free and independent spirit of creation and social responsibility to the state, society, and
humankind. Instead, he described them as “absolutely chasing after profits for their own, and
everything they did for others is a kind of investment.” He explained the exquisite nature of this
group of students as such, “they have very high intellect and manner. All they did are legitimate
and impeccable. They are surprisingly worldly, sophisticated, and mature. They appear to be
loyal and very good at performing, accommodating, and using the power of the system to get
what they want.”
Wangli used this term to describe her Chinese “parachute student” peers in the United
States, showing her disagreement with this approach. It is worth noticing that she did not
develop such thoughts only from the western liberal arts education she received in the United
States. Her advocacy work and continual focus on the Chinese debates on these issues also
shape her views on this. I asked her whether such an “exquisite egoist” approach is inevitable for
those who aim for a high-paying job, which has a clear timeline to follow. If one follows the
timeline “correctly,” they will be able to have a smooth and successful life. Wangli answered that
question with further criticism on elitism and her reflection on that,

Many [Chinese] “parachute students” I know are oblivious to their privileges. They truly
think whatever they got is due to their hard work. It is absurd to me. Maybe it has
something to do with my realization. The part I particularly dislike about elites is their
demand for perfection—there is nothing in your life that can stop you or barricade you. I
guess my gender expression and sexual orientation smashed my elitist dream. It made
me question how one thing can exclude me from the framework of elites… My parents
expect me to become an elite, and I used to harbor that idea to live my life. If it would not
have been this difference [in sexual orientation], I might not be thinking of many of
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these problems and realized that there are lots of people in the society who need us to do
something for them. If not for that, I might well run to my own bright and shining future.
So, I feel grateful for my realization.

Wangli was honest about initially chasing after the traditional goal of becoming elite. She only
found that being slightly different from that elite imagination threw her off the track. She then
went on to see the privileges of her peers and herself have and started to advocate for those who
have less.
I ran into more “parachute students” who are like Wangli without actively seeking them
out. I met Xingchi and Leslea58 both at a student-organized feminist conference at Columbia
University in 2017. When I met them, they were both still in American high schools. Leslea was
a seventeen-year-old girl at the time I met her. She was a speaker on a panel about teaching
others to do activist work. She was the youngest person in the room, yet extraordinarily
confident and assertive while speaking. She shared her experience of organizing several school
events advocating gender equality to a group of Chinese participants, mainly college students
and young professionals. She is the founder of a student organization advocating for gender
equality and raising awareness centered on gender issues on campus.
Members of the organization are Chinese students interested in such issues, and she
proudly shared with me that their members are currently located in eight countries. They
regularly talked in group chat, wrote articles on gender issues, and organized offline events.
Leslea has decided to pursue her study of gender issues and political science and was later
accepted into an Ivy League University.
Xingchi, an eighteen-year-old boy, is a member of that feminist organization Leslea
founded, and he wrote an article for that organization titled “How to Be a Feminist in an All-

58

Leslea also appears in Chapter 4.

136

Boys Boarding School” in Chinese. Xingchi started a feminist club in an all-boys Catholic
boarding school in Jersey City, New Jersey. He went on to a well-known liberal arts college to
study political science.
These students stood out to me during my research because Chinese students were
previously thought to be apolitical and to shy away from politics and activism. This generation of
Chinese students I interact with was mostly born after 1989. Unlike their parents, they do not
have a personal memory of the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests but are still told by their
parents to keep quiet and not speak up in public. Xingchi commented on political and human
rights issues in China frequently in all social media platforms, the Chinese WeChat, Twitter, and
Facebook. In early 2019, he was interviewed by a campus media and commented,

Home [China] feels suffocating to me: no political freedom, no human rights, no access
to Facebook and Google. The political and human rights situation is getting even worse
and worse in the age of Xi. More student activists and human rights lawyers are getting
arrested and tortured, and thousands of ethnic minorities are forced into camps. Many of
my peers are educated to be nationalistic, apolitical, and inward-looking, and they are
expected to choose a major that would not necessarily interest them but would pay well. I
want to change what’s happening back home so badly, but at the same time, I also feel
the urge to escape from that kind of authoritarian and repressive environment.

He also described his journey to the American education system:

Studying in the States became a natural choice for me when I graduated from middle
school, as it would give me the academic freedom, abundant resources, and a diverse
cultural environment I desired. I’m also well aware of the fact that studying abroad is
such a privilege: having a family that has the vision and economic resources to send me
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to the other side of the planet is not something most of my peers back home could enjoy.
To realize one’s privilege and understand how to use it wisely is important. It made me
more passionate about the rights of those who are often oppressed yet voiceless in China:
those feminist activists who are starting the #metoo movement in China, those student
labor activists who are fighting for the rights of workers but are secretly arrested and
legally detained by the government, and Muslim ethnic minorities who are being put into
camps. I think we overseas Chinese students need to care more and fight for our rights
wisely.

Chinese students like Wangli, Xingchi, and Leslea are on the rise. They were educated in
American high schools, took courses in social sciences and civic education, adopted the language
of the civil rights movement, and continued to be active on Chinese social media and care deeply
about their home country, China. It is hard to say whether this is an unintended consequence of
sending children abroad at the secondary school level. Both Xingchi and Leslea told me that they
have very liberal parents, and the home environment is very democratic. Leslea also emphasized
that “I was a liberal before coming to the United States, just not as determined and strong as I
am now. I find my voice here, and that makes me very lucky.”
I doubt parents of the “rebel” parachute students expect their children to become strong
advocates against social injustices in China and become involved in the various potentially
politically sensitive activist works. However, their choices to send children to American schools
at an early stage, coupled with their own already more open-minded mindset, made it possible
for some “parachute students” to see their privileges and challenge the situation. These parents
may not anticipate it, yet they plant the seed, and the “rebel” parachute students seize the
opportunity to grow independently.
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The Wanderers and the Artists
Apart from branching out to a diverse field of study, two of my interviewees even decided to take
gap years to “figure out” what they want. The decision itself comes from a privileged place where
these students do not need to worry about costs. On the other hand, it is also an essentially very
“American” approach to embrace an individualistic path. Xiyuan is a graduate of one of the top
boarding schools in the United States and daughter of Tracy, who appeared in both chapter 2
and 3. She deferred her enrollment at an elite university for a year, and took film studies and
cooking courses in the UK, spent two months in Berlin, learned photography and editing in
Florence, and spent a month in Cambodia to take care of elephants. She later took a winter
semester off to enroll in a yoga teacher training program in Shanghai. She even has a gap-year
counselor to assist her in picking these programs. Such an “Eat, Pray, Love” journey of selfdiscovery is unimaginable for the previous generation of Chinese international students. Finding
yourself and fulfilling your destiny is not in the stereotypical Chinese students’ playbook.
However, the wanderers are also on the rise.
Qin, a junior year student at a liberal arts college and a graduate of a prestigious
boarding school, had a different gap year. She is interested in education issues in China and did
three different internships in the area of education, from a non-profit advocacy group to a
venture capital investment company focusing on education-related technologies. The gap-year
choices again demonstrate the economic advantages of this group of students. With that
economic advantage and supportive parents, they can explore more diverse career options than
their typical Asian American and Chinese peers and take more time to develop a less pragmatic
and more interest-oriented career path. Their parents do not push them to finish “on time.” In
several cases, the parents no longer are knowledgeable about the choices they are making. They
have hoped their sons’ and daughters’ international and global vision would broaden their
horizons and offer more opportunities they are not aware of. More opportunities also bring

139

more uncertainty. The parents now have to let their children choose their paths, even if they
choose to wander around for a while.
In Chapter 3, I introduced a Beijing-based mother’s struggle to support her daughter’s
career choice of becoming an opera singer. After two years in the United States, Luna, Xiaoyun’s
daughter, decided to pursue a career as an opera singer. She transferred to a high school for the
arts in Massachusetts in tenth grade to better fulfill her increasing need for more professional
training. She ended up in the Opera Theatre program of the Manhattan School of Music, after
intense non-stop training at school and summer private classes. Pursuing a career in arts and
music is still not common. Although most Chinese students have learned to play a musical
instrument such as the piano or violin, and taken painting or ballet classes as part of “concerted
cultivation,” parents generally do not expect their children to become a professional musician,
painter, or dancer.
Nonetheless, all these “other” paths—the rebels, the wanders, and the artists—are the
consequences of opening to the different possibilities of a transnational educational choice. As I
described in chapter 3, parents learn to embrace the uncertainty and adjust their expectations
based on their children’s individual choices. These choices reflect the multiple success frames
that the parachute students develop traveling between China and the United States. They absorb
information from both sides, and gradually develop their own, informed career choices.

To Stay or To Return, That Is the Question
Most students speak about their plans with some ambivalence. Those who are still in high school
tend to be more direct and say that they want to go back to China after college. This sentiment is
mainly driven by the obstacles they encountered in making American friends and the unexciting
food scenes. Those who are already in college tend to answer that they want to work at least for a
couple of years in the United States, gain some oversea work experience, and then go back. I was
skeptical about their accounts. Many of them plan to pursue an advanced degree before entering

140

the job market. After ten years of study in the United States since fourteen, is it possible for
them to go back? However, I realized even before concluding my study that three students are
already working back in China after more than a decade abroad.
Yao, now almost in his 30s, is back in Shanghai and married to a Chinese girl he met in
New York City. His wife comes from the same hometown as he does and is a graduate of a
private liberal arts women’s college in New England. He followed his desired path to get into the
field of investment banking and spent several years working in New York City before returning
to China. When he talked about the decision to move back, it seemed like a serendipitous choice:

At that time, I want to get into a top MBA program. For I-Bankers to get into a top MBA
program, I have to get into a prestigious private equity firm. Among all the offers I got at
that time, the firm I am working for has the best name globally. Its headquarter is in
Boston, and they opened a new office in Shanghai. I picked this firm as it is one of the
best, and then I went back to China to check out the situation there and planned to come
back to the U.S. for an MBA. The best employees of our firm all went on to Stanford or
HBS.59 The worst went to Wharton. No one goes to schools other than these (top) three
programs. I thought I’ve got a backup plan and can go back to China for two years. Then
I came back. I planned to work in China for two years and then returned to the United
States. Basically, I could have stayed or returned either way.

However, he did not “return” to the United States after getting back to China. He attributed it to
the market. He told me,
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Now all the foreign money is investing in China. Asia’s finance market is really good, and
therefore I should not give up this growing market. Plus, there is a glass ceiling to work
in finance in America. Therefore, there is no need to go back to the U.S. to spend two
years getting an MBA and come back to look for jobs again. On top of that, it is harder for
an MBA graduate to find a job in equity firms. Chinese (employers) think there is no
need to go back to school. They tend to promote existing employees or find an
experienced hire directly. I am already not “grounded”(jie di qi 接地气) [after spending
years in the U.S.]. If I go back to the U.S. and then come back to China, it will be harder
for me. I decided to stay (in China).

Jie di qi (接地气), if translated word by word, means connected to the gas of the ground. It
usually refers to someone who is down to earth, not lofty, and understands the local situation
well. Having lived in the United States for over ten years, Yao was instantly perceived as not
“grounded” enough for his Chinese employer. He cannot risk going “back” to the United States
to distance himself from the local knowledge and likely the local habitus further. In other words,
the way he carries himself is not “grounded” or local enough for his employer. He needs to stay
in China longer to learn the local habitus and develop local connections to advance his career.
When dealing with local businesses and actors, years of living in the United States might even
come as a disadvantage.
We discussed this issue of “stay” and “return” in a café in Shanghai, so staying in this
context means staying in China and returning means to go back to the United States. This
reverse use of the destination makes me realize how circular this process appears to many.
Previous research on such circulation is usually framed as “brain circulation” between the
United States and China from a development perspective. Those studies do not touch upon how
mobile an actor is, but mainly focus on the competitive advantages of the flow of high-skilled
human capital. In the information technology industry, Saxenian (2005) finds that Chinese-
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born engineers accelerate the development of the information technology industries in China by
tapping the low-cost skill in the home country and contributing to the localized processes of
entrepreneurial experimentation and upgrading, while maintaining close ties to the technology
and markets in Silicon Valley. Chen (2008) points out that such a process of development only
applies to a limited number of experienced Chinese returnees who have the political skills to tap
into institutionalized assets as the knowledge assets (e.g., venture capital and research) remain
under the control of the Chinese state. Yao’s account on circular migration does not have much
to do with the development of the venture capital industry in China or the United States. His
perception of circular migration is a global imaginary that one can relocate to any global
branches of a multinational company.
The reality, though, is quite different. Those who return to China become very embedded
there and do not necessarily have the motivation to “come back” to the United States.
Interestingly, although Yao says that he will not come back to the United States for work in the
“foreseeable future,” he is still considering whether his wife should give birth in the United
States and secure his future child an American passport. The benefits and risks are still unclear
to him, and he was also considering getting his future child a Hong Kong ID. Almost amusingly,
when I asked about whether his current choice fulfills his parents’ expectations, he told me, “I’ve
crushed my mum’s American dream. She explicitly told me so. I had everything to make that
happen, and then I throw it to the water. Oh, she made sure I know she’s not happy with me.
She made sure.60” Although all Chinese students talk about parental expectations and filial
duties, it does not come up as the primary determinant for their decision to stay or return.
It is difficult to estimate whether these parachute students will stay or return. My small
sample can hardly be representative of that experience. However, I have been able to locate
several cases that have made the decision of stay or return. Seven out of the forty-one students I
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talked to have finished college and gone on to graduate school or started working. Five of them
have already returned to China, one, a documentary filmmaker, is considering returning to tap
into growing capital investment in the movie industry, and the other is currently enrolled in a
humanities Ph.D. program at Harvard University. It is surprising that for most of them, after
more than ten years of stay in the United States, many decide to go back. Most cite the rising
market and increasing opportunities in China. Their return signals a strong desire to seize the
opportunity of growth. They all return to Beijing or Shanghai, even if they are not originally
from these two big cities. Most of them are still global travelers for business purposes or
personal leisure. Meanwhile, like Yao, many have not given up the idea of “returning” to the
United States or moving to other countries in the future.
The majority of my interviewees are either still in high school or college. We cannot
predict the younger cohort’s career trajectories based on this older cohort’s experience. The
issue of return migration for them is still speculation rather than a reality. It is worth noticing
that those who are still in high school overwhelmingly express a desire to go back to China, a
place they consider “the land of opportunity” and where “growth” is.
Career prospects play a considerable role in determining this group of students’
decisions to stay or return. Wei, though she cannot stand one more day in the United States, still
said that “If I can find a job that pays way better than in China, I might stay for a couple of years.
But I really do not want to stay there anymore.” Even this sentiment is still quite paradoxical.
When I asked her if, when she has a child, she would send her or him to the United States for
school, she replied, “if s/he really wants to come, I will let him/her come, but will pick a big
city.”
It is common for parachute students to express a sense of “rootlessness,” that they feel
they belong to both countries, and simultaneously to neither. Especially, for some of my
interviewees who have been on the move for education throughout their less than twenty years
of life, first within China, then between different countries, it is only natural for them to identify
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as a cosmopolitan or a romantic idea of global citizen that is not bound to a specific nation. They
are fluent both in language and culture in both countries yet not totally at home in either place.
Their most comfortable social group are peers who have similar transnational experiences like
them, who understand the in-betweenness they continue to feel.
Their transnational education makes them perfect candidates to be citizens of both, yet
both the United States and China do not currently allow dual citizenship. With these students
who may be true believers in a borderless world, the Sino-US geopolitical dynamics in recent
years are not advantageous to them. The tightening immigrant employment policy, especially
under Trump, has further pushed this group of students away from the American job market.
Some mentioned the glass ceiling they face as a minority, and more are merely not lucky enough
to get a work visa. Apart from that, the increasing diplomatic tension between China and the
United States has made some Chinese students more nationalistic and defensive. They feel
alienated and “forever foreign” in the United States, as mentioned in Chapter 3, and at the same
time, they are proud of China’s rise as a global power, and this makes them want to go back to
China.
The sentiment of nationalism is more common in the younger student group, who are
born after 2000. The rise of a new McCarthyism after Trump was elected made these students’
nationalist sentiments even stronger. FBI director Christopher Wray referred to Chinese
students as a “whole of society threat” when reporting to the Senate Intelligence Committee in
February 2018. There are also other incidents where Chinese scientists and researchers are
suspected as the subject of industrial espionage. Chinese students have become wary about
racial profiling and an increasingly hostile environment toward them.
The future trajectories of these parachute students, especially the younger cohort who
are still in college, will teach us a lot about how transnational and globally mobile one can be,
and whether mobility will be limited by the Chinese passports that most of them are holding.
Even students with considerable privileges may not be so flexible, as Aihwa Ong (1999) once
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argued. Instead of taking advantage of both sides, will there ever be a point when these
parachute students will be hurt by their cultural and social ability to move between the two
nation-states? They left for the United States at a time when borders appeared to be drifting
away, and the concept of a “global citizen” seemed desirable. Borders are now back, and
nationalist sentiments are surging in many countries, including China and the United States.
Keeping a close eye on these parachute students’ mobility will be valuable for further theorizing
global citizenship.

146

Chapter 6 The Imaginary of Global Citizens and Uncertain Futures
Destination Diploma examines the transnational educational school choice of rising uppermiddle-class families in urban China and documents the lived experience of “parachute
students” attending American private high schools without families’ company. Bridging
literature on the sociology of education, social stratification, as well as migration and
transnationalism, this research contributes to the growing literature on the global middle class,
flexible citizenship, and the globalization and internationalization of education. Through a
multi-sited qualitative study of Chinese parents, “parachute students,” and the educational
consultants that facilitate such process, I traced why and how the globally-oriented uppermiddle-class urban Chinese parents made decisions to send their only children thousands of
miles away for private secondary education; how educational consultants contributed in
constructing a global elite imaginary, facilitated such educational choice, and managed
expectation of admissions uncertainties; and how “parachute students” constructed their
identities in the American private high schools and their subsequent college and career
aspirations.
Upper-middle-class urban Chinese families’ choice of “outsourcing” secondary education
to American private high schools is a process of a global middle class in the making: they believe
in the possibility of becoming global citizens, and attempt to leverage their economic advantages
in exchange for their children’s transnational educational credentials and embodied cultural
capital associated with that. These parents share an imaginary of global citizens and hope that
through such a transitional private education, their children will be able to move freely across
the borders, both legally and culturally. Such choice comes from a privileged place: with the
increasing school choices in Chinese society, this particular choice has a high price tag and only
a limited portion of the population can afford it. This group of Chinese upper-middle-class sees
the world as their playground and chooses to invest in American private secondary education,
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which they consider as the best available option. At the same time, these families must embrace
the risks and uncertainty brought by this choice: the parents are not familiar with the
institutional contexts of American private schools and have little control over and limited
understanding of their children’s actual lived school experiences. On top of that, the majority of
my subjects are Chinese nationals61 and are still constrained by U.S. visa restrictions and cannot
always freely decide whether they can stay in the United States or return to China.
In the concluding chapter, I invite readers to think with me beyond the case of the
“parachute students” and their upper-middle-class urban Chinese families, discuss how the rise
of cosmopolitan household further complicates the issues around citizenship, membership, and
belonging amid the increasing geopolitical tensions between China and the United States, as
well as interrogate the nature of the imaginaries of global citizens. Moreover, I also speculate on
the future of these “parachute students” and the future of global citizenship.

The Formation of the Global Middle Class in China
In this research, I demonstrate the rise of China’s global-minded urban upper-middle-class and
argue that the transnational school choice they made as a family, is a class-making process,
rather than a class reproduction. Most of the urban upper-middle-class parents did not grow up
with wealth and became upwardly mobile after the economic reform in 1978. They are neither
the traditional elite who have generations of wealth nor political elites whose power and wealth
are related to the legitimacy of the CPC. Their class positions are still in the making. Such a
transnational school choice signifies their move toward the global middle class, as the parents
choose an uncertain future with a global vision for their children over a predictable path within
China that they have partly experienced themselves. This choice is a risky long-term investment

Only one student has a U.S. passport as he was born in the United States, and two students have U.S.
permanent residency as their parents went through the EB-5 program to secure green cards for their
children.
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and does not yield instant monetary returns. Most parents knew that their children will not be
able to have an income high enough to “pay back” their educational investment in a likely
decade-long American education (four years of high school, four years of college, and two more
years of advanced degree), nor do they expect such a transitional educational choice to produce
short-term high economic returns. Why did they choose to do it then? They are investing in
imaginaries of global citizens and the potential associated benefits such as a broader worldview,
fluent English skills, critical thinking, creativity, and western-based cultural capital, and they
expect such gains will benefit their children in a long run.
The imaginary of global citizens is shaped by a rather optimistic take on globalization,
where global connectedness is championed, American and other foreign degrees remain highly
valued credentials, and freedom of movements is celebrated. These parents’ belief in the value of
American education or a more generalized global education and their ability to afford such an
education indicate the formation of a global middle class in China. At the same time, as I analyze
in chapter 3, it is a silent exit from the Chinese education system, whether motivated by
pragmatic or political reasons. Exit strategies are not unique to the global middle class in China.
Educated young adults in Morocco seek job opportunities in a global market as they found it
hard to look toward the state for economic security and fulfillment (Cohen 2004). Taiwanese
middle-class parents cultivate their children’s global competitiveness as part of their “global
security strategy.” It is a privilege for Chinese upper-middle-class urban families to have such
imaginaries of global citizens for their children. “The capacity to aspire,” as Appadurai (2004)
describes, “is a navigational capacity. The more privileged in any society simply have used the
map of its norms to explore the future more frequently and more realistically, and to share this
knowledge with one another more routinely than their poorer and weaker neighbors" (69). This
group of the global middle class in China aspires to imagine an uncertain yet globally oriented
future for their children and prepares to serve as their children’s safety net if such transnational
educational choice fails.

149

The case of the global middle class in China outsourcing education to American private
high schools provides a distinctive angle to observe the imaginaries and narratives of this group
at a particular time point when they feel economically secure and politically uncertain, while
optimistic about the global environment. In a world of radical uncertainty, more research is
needed to document and analyze imaginaries and narratives like this. Beckert and Bronk (2019)
has described the features of imaginaries well as follows,

Just because the future is uncertain does not mean that you have no clue about the
future. Being unable to calculate future probabilities objectively does not mean that you
are dependent on uninformed fantasies. Any situation is structured by past investments,
institutions, and the structures of social networks which channel what can be reasonably
expected. The key to success in uncertain markets is to use analytical techniques to
provide you with an understanding of the situation and the multiple possibilities and
factors impacting on outcomes. In this sense, imaginaries are informed and enable you
to make better judgments of how to act when you cannot know for certain what the best
course of action will be.

The imaginaries of becoming globally mobile demonstrates the aspiration and changing
expectation of upper-middle-class urban Chinese under the rapid social transformation. Their
informed imaginaries and judgment on the future of their children and the future of China, the
United States, and the world, are highly contingent on their lived experience of economic reform
and opening up in China in the late 1970s and the subsequent continuous economic growth, as
well as an increasingly connected global trade after China joining the World Trade Organization
in 2001. They have benefited greatly from the economic growth and most have work experience
with foreign entities as professionals and entrepreneurs. They saw the importance of positioning
their children in a global labor market and cultivating global competitiveness. The reason
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behind that is that from their own work experience, the world seems to be getting more
connected, and having a foot in a country other than China will introduce more opportunities
and possibilities to their children’s future, a future they do not know for certain but in which
global experiences should be an asset. These families also consume foreign goods regularly in
big cities, because those are considered more up-scale and “better” and their children are
familiar with American cultural industries such as Hollywood movies, TV dramas, and popular
music scenes. The imaginaries of a globally shared experience start in their everyday life before
such a transnational educational choice. Such “global” imaginaries also seem to be closely tied to
an imaginary centered on the United States as the world’s top superpower that exports cultural
goods and values.
Their decision to embrace global uncertainty seems to be relatively audacious in 2020
when the trade war between China and the United States is escalating and a global pandemic is
still underway. A surge of anti-Chinese sentiments is encouraged by the Trump administration
through talking points of sanctioning Chinese-owned business and CPC-related personnel. The
idea of becoming more global and cosmopolitan may go out of fashion with the global surge of
hyper-nationalism and populism. Whether they will be the last generation that holds such
imaginary now becomes an open question.

Everyday Nationalism and the Obstacles to Flexible Citizenship
The “parachute students” are the subjects of that imaginaries of global citizens. What does
becoming a global citizen mean to them? Do they become globally mobile after this special
educational experience? How do they deal with the seemingly conflicting cosmopolitan and
nationalistic thoughts?
I discuss an involuntary ethno-racial identity formation of these students upon arrival in
the United States in chapter 4 and document that some “parachute students” retreat to their
“Chinese-ness” as reactive ethnicity. It is hard enough for teenagers to socialize and seek
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approval from peers in an unfamiliar environment, not to say arriving at the United States
without parents’ company. By entering an American private high school, they do not instantly
become more “American,” not to say more global. Some start to identify themselves as
“Chinese,” “international,” or in rarer cases, “Asian,” as that is how their American peers see
them through the lens of the ethno-racial landscape of the United States. In some cases, their
cosmopolitan nature cultivated by growing up in megacities in China makes them different from
their suburban or rural American peers and motivated them to move to urban colleges and
universities after high schools. At a time that they are still forming their identities and
questioning who they are as young as fourteen, though physically independent from their
parents, it is unclear how emotionally autonomous and independent they are. Eng and Han
(2019) described this as entering a space of “psychic nowhere,” a condition often correlated with
the absence of a clear geographic belonging or destination.
During years of studying in the United States, the “parachute students” inevitably face
the issues of navigating a transnational space where they live their lives both here and there, or
neither here nor there. They constantly face the struggles of where they belong. Some decide
they can “find a home on every corner of the world” (si hai wei jia 四海为家) while others
experience a sense of rootlessness. Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008) propose that everyday
nationhood is produced and reproduced in everyday life through talking the nation, choosing
the nation, and performing the nation, and consuming the nation. These “parachute students”
are constructing and reconstructing their national identities on a daily basis through interaction
with their classmates, families, and society at large. They have acquired new knowledge or
cultural capital to carry themselves in different spaces, yet they do not necessarily enjoy the
benefits of “flexible citizenship” as Ong (1999) envisioned. Upon graduation, their countrymen
may question how “grounded” they are when they seek opportunities back home, while to their
American peers they may remain “foreign.” The doubts centered on “grounded-ness” at home
from their local Chinese peers sometimes consider them lack “local” cultural capital, and
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sometimes directly challenge their loyalty to the homeland. At the sending country, the
parachute students, like many other immigrants, are not immune to the surge of xenophobia,
racism, and anti-globalization and anti-immigrant populist movements. These students already
are prone to return to China after their study when I interviewed them, I speculate the current
situation will only exacerbate that process of return.
The sense of belonging constructed and experienced through everyday life is only part of
the story. The state-level restrictions from both sending and receiving countries further
complicate the citizenship question. On the American side, acquiring a U.S. legal permanent
residency for Chinese nationals sometimes takes over a decade. On the Chinese side, China has a
strict citizenship regime that bans dual residency,62 with the possibility of selective restoration of
residency (hukou) upon return (Liu 2020). The cost of being “flexible citizen” or transnational
migrants is that they may face legal obstacles from both sides, instead of taking advantage and
optimizing their opportunities. On a group level, it seems that the imaginaries of moving freely
between two worlds do not work anymore. Even if the parachute students spend eight to ten
years in the United States, they do not automatically gain legal permanent residency. However,
on the individual level, some students may fully utilize their educational credentials and look for
work around the globe, not only in the United States but also in a third country, such as a
European or an Asian country, which still fits into the imaginary of a “global elite” or
“cosmopolitan elite.”
No matter this group of “parachute students” chooses to return to China, stay in the
United States, or move to a third country, they are establishing a membership of their own.
Those who return have already reported that they tend to hang out with other returnees who
share similar educational experiences with them. Continuing to follow up and studying their

According to Liu’s (2020) research, China not only bans dual citizenship but also dual residency, which
means for those who acquired permanent residency in a foreign country, their hukou (household
registration status) will be rescinded.
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career aspiration, identification, and thoughts on geopolitical tensions will add on to the existing
research on transnationalism and the “transnational capitalist class.” They are at a unique
position for scholars to further evaluate concepts around cosmopolitanism, nationalism, and
transnationalism: they grew up in megacities in China, spent most teenage years and early
adulthood in rural and suburban United States, and therefore have changing understanding
around nationhood, cities, cosmopolitan lifestyles, and globalization. To capture the changes is
theoretically meaningful for understanding of how individuals construct and shift identities
under rapid social changes. Their current experiences also show the limitation of the conceptual
idea of “flexible citizenship”: the future of global capitalism may not even lead to more flexible
citizens who can trade their wealth for benefits in a different nation. The further development of
a global neoliberal economy potentially can be met with resistance from the nationalistic and
fascist far-right and destroy the possibility of flexible citizenship.

The Future of Global Citizenship
The idea of global citizenship is based on a shared recognition for common humanity
(Nussbaum 1994), openness to cultural diversity (Hannerz 1996), and aspiration to build a oneworld community (Falk 1994). Globalization and internationalization have made the
imaginaries of global citizenship more accessible to many parts of the world, yet it does not
automatically connect individuals regarding their values, nor does it guarantee solidarity among
globally mobile actors. Global business and finance elites, transnational social movement
activists, and advocates for global governance, and other manifestation of global citizens, do not
necessarily share the same aspiration of an imagined future of togetherness. “Parachute
students” and their families in this study boarded a journey to become global citizens, yet they
found themselves caught in the pre-existing ethno-racial hierarchy of American society, and got
strategically categorized into a national, ethno-racial, or immigrant identity. It is a cautionary
tale of the future of global citizenship. Without a clearly designed global agenda toward human
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connectedness and solidarity among global actors, attempts of becoming global may only meet
with further polarization or gradual integration into the existing power structure.
In the case of “parachute students,” many American private high schools gladly admit
them to increase cultural diversity on campus (and generate revenues from full tuition-paying
international students), without carefully thinking through creating an inclusive environment
for this group of teenagers, although many of these schools have written cultivating global
citizens into their mission. This research did not directly study the school environment,
curriculum, teacher-student relationship, and peer interaction. Scholars of international
education can pay closer attention to how global citizenship is constructed and produced in
these classrooms and how students of different backgrounds may respond to it differently.
Another research site to observe how global citizenship is produced is the emerging
international schools in sending countries. For example, those Chinese students who attend an
international school that teaches American or British-centered curriculum and prepares
students for application to foreign universities in China, do they fare differently on imaginaries
of global citizens comparing to peers who are “parachute students” and those who study the
local curriculum? Does being physically in China and having Chinese classmates change the
construction of such imaginary? Do all of these students’ imaginaries of global citizens heavily
center on the two superpowers of the world, China and the United States? More comparisons
can be drawn with an earlier wave of Indian elites sending children to British boarding schools
or super-rich sending children to Swiss boarding schools. How different origins and destinations
may change the identity formation and sense of belonging of “parachute students”?
Regarding the global-middle-class-making, there are several historical and
contemporary cases that can further serve as reference points to understand the rise of the
upper-middle class in urban China. Other developing countries, though some economically less
developed than China, also start to have a global-minded middle class, such as other BRICS
nations (that is Brazil, Russia, India, and South Africa), countries in the Middle East (e.g.
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Turkey), and other African countries (e.g. Nigeria, Morocco). Comparing their aspiration and
imaginaries of global citizenship can help us further understand the changing world order.
Historically, post-communist class-making is another relevant case. Through a comparative
historical account, it may draw some similarities to how China’s new global middle-class dance
around multiple -isms, i.e. nationalism, cosmopolitanism, globalism, and universalism.
The future of global citizenship is deeply intertwined with the geopolitical dynamics of
the world, that is, global citizenship from above, which sets the tone of how optimistic global
actors can be when it comes to the freedom of the movement, exchange of ideas, and goods.
Equally important is the imaginaries of global citizenship from below, that is, how individual
actors experience and perceive globalization and internationalization through their experiences.
I consider “parachute students” and their upper-middle-class families as in-between these two
levels. On the one hand, they are privileged actors who potentially can influence the future
construction of this imaginary of global citizenship, especially if a large portion of the “parachute
students” return to China. On the other hand, they are deeply affected by changing policies and
need to reconstruct their imaginaries of global citizens through everyday life. They are wellpositioned theoretically to observe global uncertainty on elite production, nationalism,
cosmopolitanism, and citizenship. I look forward to continuing to observe and document what
the future holds for them.
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Postscripts: The Impact of COVID and the Deteriorating Sino-US
relationship

As I was wrapping up the dissertation project, COVID-19 broke out in New York City and the
city went on PAUSE. COVID-19, a novel coronavirus first broke out in Wuhan, China at the
beginning of 2020, has spread to almost every corner of the world by the end of May. In the
United States, schools shut down one by one, left international students in a dire situation of
having to make immediate decisions to stay or to return. It is no longer a long-term musing of
how the future will unfold for these students but an urgent decision to make in less than a week
of time frame. Some universities even shut down dorms and left international students without
a place to stay.
The full tuition-paying international students were no longer needed under such a
situation and did not feel welcomed or included. Chinese international students seem to be hit
especially hard, both by the rise of anti-Chinese and xenophobic sentiments and the fear of
losing a shelter during this period. Many Chinese students were in great panic and had concerns
over their host society’s initial lack of response to the outbreak and therefore tried to “flee back”
to China, where things seemed to be relatively under control by early March. However, they
were not welcomed by the homeland as well. The Chinese government was actively closing
borders to its own citizens from going “back” due to concerns over “foreign-imported” cases
from mid-March to early April. The Chinese government at one point discouraged international
students and highly skilled workers to return since China has “won the battle” of controlling the
virus within China and it has also canceled most of the international flights between China and
the rest of the world. An air ticket from a major U.S. city to a Chinese one can cost more than
$20,000 in late March. On social media, a comment went viral: “You weren’t here when the
country was in trouble, but now you are traveling thousands of miles to infect us.” Not until
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April 6, likely under pressure from concerned parents and sympathizing Chinese citizens, the
Chinese government finally started to explore possibilities of sending charted flights to bring
some “parachute students” home. The criteria of boarding charted flights were: “the passenger
must 1) be a Chinese international student studying in American primary or secondary schools
who is younger than 18 years old and without parents’ company; 2) pay for one’s own airfare
and any costs incurring during quarantine upon arriving in China; 3) voluntarily take any
potential risks during the process of return and conscientiously accept any quarantine
arrangements during the flight and after landing; and 4) not be accompanied by any
guardians.”63
Although cruel and extremely unfortunate, this is a perfect tale of the position of these
“parachute students”: their in-between-ness was more perceptible than ever under this global
pandemic. The shifting dynamics of border, citizenship, identity, and membership are painfully
captured under this tale. Both their sending and receiving nations consider them “outsiders”
and “potential threats” during extreme times. I have been in touch with many of the students I
interviewed during the pandemic and attempted to track their mobility or immobility. Most of
the students who are still minors managed to fly back to China before mid-March. They
purchased the extremely high-priced tickets and left with full protection gears: hazmat suits,
goggles, and masks. One described it as “boarding the last flight and fleeing the war zone.” Lingli
went back to Guangzhou during the Chinese New York in late December in 2019 and has stayed
in China since then. She is still paying monthly rent for her apartment in midtown Manhattan.
Students who finished high school and are already in colleges mostly stayed to take online
courses within the United States, but many went back when the semester ended and the travel
restriction became less strict. Around late June, airplane tickets were still hard to get, with

63Embassy

of the People’s Republic of China in the United States of America, “Announcement of a Survey
Regarding the Intention to Take Temporary Charted Flights”(关于就搭乘临时包机意愿进行摸底调查的通
知), April 6, 2020. http://www.china-embassy.org/chn/lszj/zytz/t1766425.htm
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persistence and sometimes added price, some managed to purchase tickets and flew back to
start summer internships back in China. Leslea and Xingchi both went to a city other than their
hometown in China for internships. Xiyuan stayed in the United States, and her parents joined
her in late February and stayed together in a vacation house in Orlando. Those who remained in
the United States expressed a strong urge to return home. Anthony Yuan, one of my
interviewees, who is a rising sophomore in New York City wrote a rap song titled “Dad and
Mum, I Want To Go Home,” in Mandarin and posted it on a WeChat official account named
“Guide to Study Abroad in America,” on the 16th of March, 2020. The lyrics were as follows64:

Dad and Mum, I want to go home
Dad and Mum, I want to go home
I never dare to spill out this sentence
But I want to go home
Dad and Mum, I want to go home
The outside world is too turbulent
I am scared
I want to go home
Dad and Mum, I want to go home
I cannot sleep
From New York City to Beijing
I kept checking air tickets
Dad and Mum, I want to go home
The rain seems to be non-stop
Looks like I cannot go home

64

The lyrics were written in Mandarin and translated by the author.
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Too many things happened recently
The familiar starts to become blurry
How much I wish 2020 is just a magic show
A fictional story, but it's ragingly true
Even the child who never misses home
slowly let go of his hard shell and stubbornness
I want to do something, but I don't know where to start
I can only watch in silence as the numbers climb daily

I put on masks and gloves
And took an ugly selfie on the New York City Subway
They are jeering, hooting, and ranting
I can only pray and hope for the best
I see the motherland slowly healing
But in a foreign land
I can only curse people deploying their right to ignorance
I see that the fellow citizens exhausted all their efforts
But most of the people here are still hesitating.

Anthony expressed a strong desire of going home. At that time, he felt frustrated that when
people in China were fighting hard to “defeat” the virus, New Yorkers were still nonchalant
about it. The challenges for Chinese students and international students in general have just
started. In the next couple of months, international students and Chinese nationals are
frequently used by the Trump administration as the target to transfer the failure of “flattening
the curve” in the United States. On July 6, the Student Exchange Visitor Program (SEVP)
announced a modification on temporary exemptions for international students taking online
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courses. The policy would have effectively deported international students who remained in the
United States and will take a full online course load, when many prominent universities have
announced that their institutions will have online-only course options. This announcement was
rescinded in a week due to pressure and resistance from several lawsuits against ICE. On August
6, Trump signed an executive order to ban WeChat, the most popular social messaging app, due
to concerns around its threats to “national security, foreign policy, and economy of the United
States.”65 WeChat is the only messaging app most Chinese students use to communicate with
families in China, as some other popular messaging apps, such as WhatsApp and Facebook, are
banned in China. The Sino-US relationship is at an all-time low in summer 2020. Chinese
students, especially those “parachute students” who have stayed in the United States for many
years, experienced anxiety around policy changes toward both Chinese national and
international students and felt insecure about their prospects of either returning to China or
staying in the United States.
It is more relevant now than ever to discuss the changing ideas of border, citizenship,
identity, and membership. Regarding COVID-era restrictions, many different interpretations of
citizenship and belonging emerged. Who gets to enter and re-enter the border? Who counts as
“long-time residents”? Who has the right to “return”? All of these are interpreted differently in
each nation during the extreme time of closing borders. “Parachute students” and their families
were caught in the middle and got questioned about their citizenship, belonging, and
membership. They were also observing how China and the U.S. governments were handling the
crisis and subsequently shifting their identification and beliefs in both nations. Although it is
very unfortunate how this pandemic unfolds, it provides an opportunity to observe how different
governments are interpreting the risks and responsibilities of citizenship. It becomes obvious, at

The White House, “Executive Order on Addressing the Threat Posed by WeChat”, August 6, 2020.
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-addressing-threat-posed-wechat/
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least during the COVID-era, that imaginaries of a global citizen can hardly stand anymore.
Which passport one holds determines where one can live, work, and study, more than ever.
Whether such tightening of borders will have a long-lasting influence on the years to come
remains uncertain. It is unlikely that the upper-middle-class urban Chinese families will let go of
the imaginary of a globally oriented future and aspiration of becoming global citizens for good,
yet the current developments around COVID and the Sino-US relationship are both unsettling
and alarming. Speculating and observing their future choices and strategies amid global
uncertainty will shed new light on the shifting idea of global citizenship and the “new” world
order.
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Methodology Notes
I started the preliminary data collection of this research in summer 2015. I interviewed four
parents and six educational consultants in Guangzhou and Shanghai to gain first-hand
knowledge of the process of this transnational educational school choice and I also talked to one
“parachute student” to gain a first impression.
From June to August in 2016 and January and July to August in 2017, I interviewed
twenty-seven parents and eleven educational consultants in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou.
During the snowball sampling, I was introduced to two parents based in Hangzhou and two in
Shenzhen, both have risen to be strategically important megacities of China, with the former
hosting Alibaba headquarter, and the latter becoming the Silicon Valley of China. I did not
observe huge regional differences among these megacities. Therefore, I kept the four cases in
Hangzhou and Shenzhen as part of the sample.
I conducted most of the student interviews in 2017. As both the “parachute students” and
I move between China and United States, I interviewed some of them in China while they were
back for summer break and the rest of them in the United States, either during their trip to New
York City or via WeChat video chat. Originally, I was worried about conducting interviews via
video chat, yet I found them open more via a virtual meeting, probably because they were used
to communicate through messaging app with friends and families in everyday life. Also, it may
add an extra layer of anonymity to the conversation when we were not physically in the same
room. It was surprising to me that they tended to share very intimate experiences with me,
which they claimed that they have never shared with their parents or friends. The sense of
anonymity made them treat me as a therapist rather than a researcher. Some of the in-person
interviews were slightly more awkward. It seemed that they need more time to figure out how to
interact with a stranger who was roughly ten years older than them and was not neither their
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teacher nor their family members. I also learnt throughout the process about how to ask followup questions to leave more space for teenagers to share more stories with me.
With the permission of the educational consultants, I did some participant observation
at commercial educational consulting companies, just hanging around and talking to students. I
also went to high school recruitment and application workshop to talk to parents after they
attend the events. I interviewed eight parent-child pairs in their family and therefore get to
observe the interaction between them. Sometimes the child corrected their parent’s narratives
and vice versa. That has been very helpful for me to understand the discrepancies among the
family in the interpretation of the same event or experiences. I also met some of my student
interviewees through cultural events in New York City, for example, film screening of
Maineland, a documentary on Chinese “parachute students” in a Maine boarding school, and a
women empowerment conference at Barnard College. Encounters at these events broadened the
reach of snowball sampling and convenience sampling based on my personal contacts.

Positionality of the researcher
I often got asked whether I am a “parachute student” by other researchers. Although I am not
one of the “parachute students,” my educational experiences played a huge role in gaining access
to these interviews. I attended a public key-point high school, one of the top four key-point
schools in Shanghai, or as most local calls it, “four schools.” Most parents and students in
Shanghai are familiar with “four schools” and consider those who are able to get in these schools
high achievers. I also graduated from a prestigious public university in Shanghai and obtained a
master’s degree at an Ivy League institution. Parents were willing to talk to me partly because
they were impressed by my educational credentials and wanted to gain some new information
from me. Many of them also have deep thoughts on how to cultivate a child and want someone
who seems to be highly educated to be an avid listener. Sometimes parents talked to me for four
to six hours to share their anxiety and insights around school choice. At times, they got
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emotional about sending their only children away and questioned themselves whether it was the
“right” choice.
Also, I grew up in an upper-middle-class household in Shanghai. I imagined if I were
born a few years later, my parents may join these upper-middle-class parents and struggled over
whether they should send me to an American private boarding school. I probably embodied
some shared cultural capital with these parents, which might make them find me to be “one of
them.” Yet, such similarities might also have some drawbacks. I may take a shared “class
culture,” if there is one, for granted and become oblivious to it. I was aware of this limitation and
consciously draw on more theoretical grounding and other research to avoid falling into that
pitfall.
I shared translational lived experiences with “parachute students,” though I came to the
United States for graduate school as a young adult, and less confused and uncertain about my
identities. I still drew from my own lived experience and imagined how it would be like if I
would encounter those situations as a teenager and helped myself better empathize with my
interviewees. Sometimes, though rare, I provided these “parachute students” advice on how to
navigate life in the United States, how to apply to American colleges, and college major
selection. Yet, I constrained myself to do that during the interviews and only provided advice
after I finished the interview as a courtesy to “parachute students” for taking the time to share
their life with me.

Methodological reflection
Shamus Khan and Colin Jeromack (S. Khan and Jerolmack 2013; Jerolmack and Khan 2014)
pointed out that “talk is cheap,” and what people say and what people do does not always match.
With that in mind, I analyzed parents’ narratives on this transnational educational choice as
cultural frames to understand the value system and aspirations for their children. What they do,
for example, their specific childrearing strategies, is not at the center of this research. In the
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students’ cases, what they say is understood as what they want an outsider and stranger to know
about their experiences.
I never explicitly asked about parents’ wealth as it is part of the cultural norms to not ask
people about their wealth. I was constrained by that idea of courtesy and politeness and did not
go above and beyond to interrogate more. I was concerned that it might harm my relationship
with these parents for future follow-up. In retrospect, I probably should have asked them to
estimate their annual income and household wealth at the end of the interview.
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